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i

Earlier this year, the Center for American Progress decided to closely 
examine the consequences of what we thought was a major tipping point 
in our nation’s social and economic history: the emergence of working 

women as primary breadwinners for millions of families at the same time that 
their presence on America’s payrolls grew to comprise fully half the nation’s 
workforce. In addition, we were watching the Great Recession amplify and accel-
erate these trends. We are in the midst of a fundamental transformation of the 
way America works and lives. 

But my own interest wasn’t just academic. It sprang from a very personal source: 
my mother. My family wasn’t much like what we were watching on TV in the 
1950s. My parents had a tag-team work life—my father working in a factory dur-
ing the day; my mother in a pink-collar job from 5 p.m. until midnight. Like mil-
lions of families today, they juggled, struggled, nurtured, laughed a lot, and fought 
a little so that their kids could lead good lives and get ahead. I don’t think my 
mother ever really thought of herself as a trendsetter, but she was at the leading 
edge of a wave that shaped America in the last half of the 20th century—a wave 
we call “a woman’s nation.” Though she recently passed away, she still serves as a 
role model for my daughters.

So I was delighted when Maria Shriver, who cleverly conceived of the phrase 
“a woman’s nation,” came to me with the idea of combining a project she envi-
sioned with CAP’s work and together producing a landmark examination of this 
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fundamental change in American society. We realized that Maria could add 
invaluable depth to the efforts underway because she recognized not only the 
enormous impact of these changes on the workplace, but their import for every 
aspect of the American life and culture, as well. A partnership was born, and it 
produced a document that goes far beyond the typical findings of your standard 
economic policy report.

This report brings together the relentless intellect of a Peabody and Emmy 
Award-winning journalist who pushes beyond statistics to fully reveal the 
complexity of women’s lives and the academic muscle of a progressive think 
tank that understands how to comb through data and illuminate the trends 
re-shaping the American landscape. 

In the summer of 2009, Maria packed her bags and crisscrossed the country 
and, with her team, engaged in conversations with everyday women and men in 
Atlanta, Detroit, Los Angeles, Seattle, and Silicon Valley, hearing and understand-
ing from both sexes how this cultural upheaval has changed their lives. Maria 
used the diverse voices she heard to stitch together the work CAP was doing. 

CAP’s contribution—led by senior economist Heather Boushey, the leading 
authority on the study of working families and the U.S. labor market, and Ann 
O’Leary, a CAP senior fellow and executive director of the Berkeley Center for 
Health, Economic & Family Security—shines a light on America’s defining insti-
tutions. We examined government and businesses; faith, culture, and media; 
and our health care and educational institutions, and then we considered mean-
ingful ways they can adapt to this sea change in Americans’ lives. 

And the Rockefeller Foundation, which generously funded a nationwide poll in 
collaboration with TIME, conducted a comprehensive examination of American 
attitudes about the role of women in today’s world. 

The result is an exhaustive, multifaceted report. CAP’s economic team commis-
sioned work from a variety of scholars and experts. Maria inspired and assem-
bled a collection of diverse, incisive, and illuminating essays and brought to us 
her conversations with dozens of Americans around the country. And then there 
is the landmark national poll that closes the report. Together, we’ve created a 
provocative study that we expect will spur a national conversation about what 
women’s emerging economic power means for our way of life. 
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When we look back over the 20th century and try to understand what’s happened 
to workers and their families and the challenges they now face, the movement of 
women out of the home and into paid employment stands out as a unique and 
powerful transformation. Unlike the America our parents still remember and even 
helped to build, today:

• Moms aren’t home all day caring for younger children, waiting for the cable guy 
or to pick up the kids from school, yet quality child care and flexible hours at 
work are in short supply.

• Workplaces are no longer the domain of men. The last remnants of those days 
can scarcely be found at all, save on episodes of “Mad Men” or on “Leave it to 
Beaver” reruns. Women now comprise half the workers on employers’ payrolls. 
And while men and women still tend to work in different kinds of jobs, most 
workers under 40 have never known a workplace without women bosses and 
women colleagues. 

• Schools still let kids out in the afternoon, long before the workday ends, and they shut 
their doors for three months during the summer, even though the majority of families 
with children are supported by a single working parent or a dual-earning couple. 

• Most workers—men and women—now have family responsibilities they negoti-
ate daily with their spouses, family members, bosses, colleagues, and employ-
ees. But it is still a rare doctor’s office that is open evenings or weekends, even 
though so many people work at all hours in our 24/7 economy. 

When we look back over the 20th century  
and try to understand what’s happened to  

workers and their families and the challenges  
they now face, the movement of women out of  
the home and into paid employment stands out  

as a unique and powerful transformation. 
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Women becoming primary breadwinners or co-breadwinners changed everything. 
But, even though we were all witness to this phenomenon’s slow emergence over 
many years, these changes seem somehow to have snuck up on us. As a result, our 
policy landscape remains stuck in an idealized past, where the typical family was 
composed of a married-for-life couple with a full-time breadwinner and full-time 
homemaker who raised the children herself.

Government policies and laws continue to rely on an outdated model of the 
American family. And, despite the existence of innovative practices in corporate 
America, most employers fail to acknowledge or accommodate the daily juggling 
act their workers perform, they are oblivious to the fact that their employees are 
now more likely to be women, and they ignore the fact that men now share in 
domestic duties. 

Slow, too, have been our institutions of faith in recognizing this transformation 
of male-female dynamics at a time when increasingly urgent lives make spiritual 
support more needed—and, perhaps, less available—than ever before. 

And the media present flawed images of the real challenges women face, 
embracing glamour, power, and sex while ignoring the daily struggle to raise 
children and pay bills. 

At one level, everything has changed. And yet so much more change is needed. 
This report contemplates what a new America should look like after we finally 
embrace this important new dynamic in our lives and the changes it has caused  
in our homes and businesses. 

Our policy landscape remains stuck in  
an idealized past, where the typical family  
was composed of a married-for-life couple  
with a full-time breadwinner and full-time 
homemaker who raised the children herself.
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At CAP, our work builds upon the progressive ideals of leaders who brought 
needed change to our national life, people such as Theodore and Franklin 
Roosevelt, Jane Addams, and Martin Luther King. We draw from the great social 
movements of the 20th century, from labor rights and worker safety to civil rights 
and women’s suffrage. 

“A Woman’s Nation Changes Everything” is work in the best tradition of those 
ideals. It flips a switch in our culture, sparking a collective acknowledgement of 
the interdependence of men and women today. With that switch we hope will come 
changes in the collective mindset of our government, business, faith institutions, 
our culture, media, and most importantly, men and women. Embracing these new 
dynamics and sparking new conversations is what “A Woman’s Nation Changes 
Everything” is all about. 

But this report is only the beginning of that conversation. In the months and 
years to come, we at the Center for American Progress hope you will join us in our 
efforts to transform our ideas into actual policies that make the world around us 
work better for families—as they really are. We hope you enjoy this report and 
that you’ll join us on the road ahead.

John D. Podesta, President and CEO, 
Center for American Progress
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I sit down to begin writing this not too long after my mother died. I held her 
hand as she took her last breath and left this world. She was my hero, my best 
friend. I spoke to her every day of my life—and the truth is, I can’t imagine my 

life without her. And so I sit here now, trying to write this opening to a report on 
the American woman that bears her last name and my own. I find it hard to con-
centrate, hard to gather my thoughts. For a moment, I consider not writing it. But 
I close my eyes and hear her telling me, as she always did, “You can do it, Maria! 
Get going! Get moving!”

 My role model, like most daughters, was my mother. She was my first image and 
idea of what it meant to be a woman. It didn’t matter to me that she wasn’t like 
the other mothers. She wore men’s pants, smoked cigars, and worked outside the 
home. She was my mother, and she was fearless. She raised me exactly the way 
she raised my four brothers: to believe I could do anything. She sent me right in 
there to play tackle football with the boys. She said, “Maria, this may be a man’s 
world, but you can and will succeed in it.” I admit I wasn’t exactly sure what that 
meant the first time I heard it. After all, I was only in the second grade. But I 
didn’t question her. You didn’t say no to Eunice Kennedy Shriver. 

My mother was indeed a trailblazer for American women. She was scary smart 
and not afraid to show it. With all her energy and ingenuity, she didn’t buy into 
the propaganda of her day that women had to be soft and submissive and take 
a back seat. That took courage back then, because she grew up in a family that 
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expected a lot from the boys and very little from the girls. Women stayed behind 
the scenes in supporting roles. Not my mother.  

She was tough, but also compassionate. She was intimidating, but also approach-
able. Driven and also fun. Restless and patient—and curious and prayerful. My 
mother understood power and wanted it, then wielded it to help those who had none. 

And while she liked to hang with the boys, all her heroes were women—first and 
foremost, her own mother, and the millions of other mothers of kids with intellec-
tual disabilities. She introduced me to other role models who changed the world: 
Dorothy Day, Mother Teresa, Claire Booth Luce. She told me their stories, because 
she wanted me to appreciate the gift and the power of women to change the lan-
guage, the tempo, and the character of the world. 

And she was right. Cut to 2008. No one was cheering louder than my mother 
during an election campaign that was all about change. At last, during the same 
presidential campaign season, we saw one woman run for president and another 
for vice president. As for me, I watched the change unfold from a unique vantage 
point, as first lady of the biggest state in the union—home to more than 18 mil-
lion women—and head of The Women’s Conference, an annual conference for 
and about women held in California. 

My goal has been to make The Women’s Conference a nonpartisan meeting place 
where women could come together and share experience, information, and moti-
vation with one another. Participants come from all walks of life—from foster-
care graduates to heads of Fortune 500 companies, from stay-at-home moms 
and retired grandmothers to college students and small-business owners. Every 
age, every ethnic group, every economic circumstance. They come to be inspired 
by speakers from all over the world, who share their wisdom and strategies on 
finances, spirituality, health, political power, relationships, how to overcome 
obstacles, how to navigate every area of human life. 

In the past few years, The Women’s Conference has exploded in size and impact. 
It has developed programs beyond its walls, granting scholarships to needy girls, 
investing in micro-lending to women, connecting poor women to services that can 
improve their lives, and working to end emotional, physical, and sexual violence 
against women. We’re now hosting about 25,000 attendees, and thousands more 
can participate online. 
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When the 2008 Conference sold out in just a couple of hours, it hit me that some-
thing profound was going on with women. We’d program a workshop on caring 
for aging parents, and it was standing-room-only. We’d bring in speakers to talk 
about how to start up a business, and the rooms were packed. We couldn’t book 
enough sessions on empowerment, activism, and spirituality. All of them were 
filled, and people were asking for more. 

I wondered what was going on. I talked to the women, and they filled out our 
questionnaires. I learned women are hungry for something that’s missing in 
their lives—a place to connect. They say they feel increasingly isolated, invis-
ible, stressed, and misunderstood. They say the news media, where I’d worked 
for 30 years, don’t accurately reflect their lives anymore. They say women on TV 
shows and in the movies certainly don’t either. They can’t believe how out-of-
touch government is with who women are today and what they need to survive. 
They can’t understand how slow business has been in figuring out how to retain, 
support, and promote women. They lament that many faith institutions want 
women to be volunteers, but won’t give them a seat at the table, let alone a place 
at the altar. They’re terrified how quickly their family finances could be wiped 
out by a child’s catastrophic illness or a parent’s Alzheimer’s. And they’re exas-
perated that pundits and pollsters continue to jam women into convenient boxes 
with labels like “soccer moms” or “security moms.” 

Of course, women are as diverse as men. They are successful businesswomen, single 
mothers living below the poverty line, college graduates making their own way, blue-
collar wives in two-career families, gay mothers, foster mothers, childless women 
who’ve been laid off, women setting up Internet businesses from home, soldiers in 
combat units overseas. They don’t dress the same way or vote the same way or have 
the same color skin. They don’t speak with one voice. And they don’t have one issue.

We decided we needed to learn some new, hard facts about today’s Ameri-
can woman. Who is she? How does she live? What does she think? What 

does she earn? What are her politics? How does she define power? How does she 

Women say they feel increasingly isolated,  
invisible, stressed, and misunderstood. 
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define success? What does she think of marriage? What does she really think of 
men? How does she want to live her life moving forward? 

We went to the Center for American Progress, where the president and chief 
executive, former Clinton presidential chief of staff and author John Podesta, told 
us CAP was right in the midst of studying the impact of the changing economy 
on women. In fact, CAP’s chief economist, Heather Boushey, who is an expert 
on women and workforce issues, told us that women were right on the cusp of a 
huge change. Women were about to break through and account for fully half of all 
American payrolls for the first time. Bingo! 

We told CAP that we wanted to study how women’s changing roles were impact-
ing not only the economy but also all the other areas of American culture that our 
conference participants had pointed out to us. And we especially wanted to know 
what men thought about it all. CAP said, “We’re in!”

This report builds on the extraordinary work of so many women’s groups who have 
gone before us, and the more than 200 state, county, and local women’s commis-
sions that day in and day out investigate and monitor the status of women and 
work diligently to promote equality. Their work and the groundbreaking reports of 
the Institute of Women’s Policy Research have played critical roles in examining 
the status of the American woman. 

Our report breaks new ground by taking a hard look at how women’s changing 
roles are also affecting our major societal institutions: our government, busi-
nesses, religious and faith institutions, educational system, the media, and even 
men and marriage. And we examine how all these parts of the culture have 
responded to one of the greatest social transformations of our time. We look at 
where we are and where we should go from here.

We decided we needed to learn some new, hard  
facts about today’s American woman. Who is she? 

How does she live? What does she think?
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It was back in 1961, when my uncle, President John F. Kennedy, asked former 
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to chair the very first Commission on the Status of 

Women. According to anthropologist Margaret Mead, who co-edited the final report, 
the goal was “a review of the progress that has been made in giving American 
women practical equality with men educationally, economically, and politically.”1 

The Commission’s 1963 report, American Women, said that the role for women 
“most generally approved by counselors, parents, and friends [is] the making of a 
home, the rearing of children, and the transmission to them in their earliest years 
of the values of the American heritage.”2 Back then, only 10 percent of families 
were headed by unmarried women—and in families where both parents worked, 
less than a fifth of the wives earned as much or more than their husbands.3 In 
fact, most women’s jobs were in what the report called “low-paid categories” such 
as clerical work. And the Commission also found a “widening gap [between] the 
educational and career expectations for boys and for girls.”4 The gap in political 
participation was wide, too. There were only two women senators and 11 congress-
women, and just two women had ever held cabinet posts.

Among the Commission’s policy recommendations: equal pay for equal work, access 
to child care and paid maternity leave, and enhanced educational opportunities for 
women. Mead signaled in the final report, “The climate of opinion is turning against 
the idea that homemaking is the only form of feminine achievement.”5 

Indeed it was. The report was published within months of Betty Friedan’s The 
Feminine Mystique, the opening salvo of the Women’s Lib movement, which pro-
moted the idea that women’s true fulfillment could come only outside the home 
with “liberation” from wifely and motherly duties. With that, the pendulum of 
opinion seemed to swing all the way in the other direction.6 You could understand 
why women got whiplash. 

All of a sudden, so many women became activists, taking to the streets and the 
halls of power. Many of these women risked their reputations, their security, their 
jobs—sometimes even their lives and marriages—to knock down walls of inequal-
ity. They got many outdated work laws changed and new anti-discrimination 
laws put in place. Their work and their courage created opportunity for many 
women, enabling more women to go to college and professional schools, more 
women to play sports, more women to get on career tracks. Today we stand on 
their shoulders. Their work freed so many of us to dream new dreams and fulfill 
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them. And with the simultaneous sexual revolution, the advent of the pill, and the 
Roe v. Wade decision, many women postponed or even said no to marriage or chil-
dren. Women were moving up the ladder in just about every area of endeavor. 

Fast forward to 2009. For the first time in our nation’s history, fully half of U.S. 
workers are female—and mothers have become the primary breadwinners in 

4 in 10 American families.7 That’s a sea change from 40 years ago. What had been 
a slow and steady shift has been accelerating during the current recession, when 
more than three-quarters of the jobs lost have been men’s jobs, especially in areas 
such as construction and manufacturing.8 

With more and more men forced to stay home, more and more women are bring-
ing home the bacon. Women are more likely than ever to head their own families. 
They’re doing it all—and many of them have to do it all. When they work, it’s no 
longer just for “the little extras.” Their income puts food on the table and a roof 
over their heads, just like men’s income always did. In fact, half of all families 
rely on the earnings of two parents and in more than 20 percent of all families 
a single mother is the primary breadwinner.9 Seventy percent of families with 
kids include a working mother.10 And more and more of them, like me, are mov-
ing into what I call “the squeezed generation,” caring for both kids and our own 
aging parents. 

Welcome to A Woman’s Nation 

As you’ll read in this report, women have now taken their place as powerhouses 
driving the economy. Consider this: Today, women now earn 60 percent of the 
college degrees awarded each year and fully half of the Ph.D.s and the profes-
sional degrees.11 Almost 40 percent of working women hold managerial and 
other professional positions.12 Women make 80 percent of the buying decisions 
in American homes.13 Companies led by women generally are proving to have 
healthier bottom lines.14 

It’s a transformational moment in our history—much as the opening of the West, 
industrialization, the great 1960s civil rights campaigns, and the flowering of the 
Internet age have all irrevocably altered the fabric of American life. With working 
women now the New Normal, striving and succeeding in areas where they never 
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have before, so many assumptions and underpinnings of our society are cracking 
open. The rumbling is shaking the ground in every corner of the culture, and many 
women and men are struggling to get their footing. The effect on every sector of 
our society will be deep, wide, and profound. We hope this report will help us all 
come up to speed and begin a national conversation about how our institutions need 
to adapt to the unfolding of A Woman’s Nation. 

To take the pulse of Americans—their realities and their expectations, their 
hopes and dreams—I put back on my journalist’s hat and together with our 

team crisscrossed the country holding conversations with an array of women and 
men on the frontlines of this new American revolution. In addition, the Rockefeller 
Foundation, in collaboration with TIME, commissioned a nationwide poll of 3,413 
men and women to substantiate what we were hearing on the ground and flesh out 
the academic research. 

Together, the results of these efforts provide a fascinating window into the changing 
American landscape. What we heard loud and clear is that the Battle Between the 
Sexes is over. It was a draw. Now we’re engaged in Negotiation Between the Sexes. 

Virtually all married couples told the pollsters they’re negotiating the rules of 
their relationships, work, and family. An overwhelming majority of both men and 
women said they’re sitting down at their kitchen tables to coordinate their fam-
ily’s schedules, duties, and responsibilities, including child care and elder care, at 
least two to three times a week. Men said it was more like every day! 

Indeed, during my conversation with powerful businesswomen on the West Coast, 
one told me she and her husband “are constantly renegotiating our agreement 

An overwhelming majority of both men and  
women said they’re sitting down at their kitchen 

tables to coordinate their family’s schedules, duties, 
and responsibilities, including child care and elder 

care, at least two to three times a week. 
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about what gets done, who does it—or do we hire somebody as opposed to doing it 
ourselves.” And a man in Seattle told me he and his wife have to work out “who’s 
gonna take care of the light bill? Who’s gonna pay for the mortgage? It doesn’t 
matter who’s bringing the money in. The money is coming in, but decisions have 
to be made about how the money is going out.”

In the Rockefeller/TIME poll, more than three-quarters of both men and women 
agreed that the increased participation of women in the workforce is a positive 
change for society. Both sexes also agreed that men are becoming more financially 
dependent on women. And both women and men said they’re still adjusting their 
lives, their expectations, and their assumptions to the change. 

The findings matched what I heard in the street. Everywhere I went, people talked 
to me about how overstressed and in crisis they feel, especially when it comes to 
financial security. Women said that never before has so much been asked of them, 
and never have they delivered so much. Divorced mothers talked to me about try-
ing to make do without child support. One single mother who had just lost her job 
told me she was utterly dependent on her family and friends just to stay afloat. 

Men are feeling out of sorts and stressed-out as well. One man said to me, “We’ve 
been in our comfort zone. We’re men! We bring the money to the house! As soon 
as women start working, they’re bursting our bubbles and basically doing our job. 
Doing it better, in some cases.” 

The men who were polled said that compared to their fathers, they’re much more 
accepting of women working outside the home. But they’re still looking for a play-
book. Here’s an exchange from Seattle: 

Maria: Is there a revolution going on about what it means to be a man, what 
are the rules of manhood today?
Mike: Yes, but it wasn’t started by us! 

Women and men said they’re still adjusting their 
lives, their expectations, and their assumptions to 

women's participation in the workforce. 
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 In fact, many Americans feel disoriented. The African American owner of an 
automotive parts company in Detroit told me, “Nothing in business school pre-
pared me to deal with the problems I’m having.” He said he has trouble sleeping 
at night. He’s had to reduce his workforce by two-thirds, and employees are ask-
ing for pay cuts instead of layoffs. Female employees want help with child care or 
time off to tend to sick grandparents. “Men are conditioned to be problem-solvers,” 
he explained to me. “I solve my own problems. Well, today, the problems that are 
out there are very difficult to solve.” 

And very difficult to adapt to, according to some men we met. One told me, 
“It used to be really easy. You’d go into all these kinds of arenas where there were 
just guys. The military, the firehouse, the police station, the law firm, everywhere 
you went. And the big change, of course, is that women are now in every one of 
those arenas. The dilemma for women has often been, ‘How do I be those things 
that are called masculine, like confident and assertive and ambitious, and still be 
a woman?’ And for men now, everywhere we go, there’s women. And some guys 
sort of feel like, ‘Oh my God, women have invaded!’”

And more and more often, a woman is the boss. One 55-year-old man told me,  
“In the olden days, women used their sexuality in the workplace, because they 
were looking for a husband to support them. Now the women have power.” 
Intriguingly, though, the poll shows that women find it much harder to work  
for female bosses than men do.

And women often define that power differently from men. One woman who had 
made it to CEO chose to give up the corner office and downgrade to a lower-rung 
position. She told me, “I will admit, it was fun, it was power, and I was deal-
ing with a bunch of top dogs. But now I get to hang out with my kids when they 
come home from school. For me the definition of success is not being a CEO and 
not being the biggest dog and frankly not making the most money. It’s living a 
balanced life.”

In fact, talk to women, and you hear a lot about the search for “a balanced life.” 
More and more of them say if they could, they’d like to leave companies that are 
unresponsive and start their own businesses. Many of them do. In fact, the number 
of women working for themselves doubled between 1979 and 2003, so that women 
make up 35 percent of all self-employed people. Growth in the number of women-
owned businesses is significantly higher than the growth in the overall business 
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sector: The number of women-owned businesses is growing at a rate of almost 
23 percent, 2½ times faster than the growth in the number of total businesses.15 

One female corporate executive told me, “Women don’t need equal pay. They actu-
ally need to be paid more, because the fact of the matter is that we typically are 
responsible for more within our families, and we have to pay to outsource more. 
Most of the men I have competed with for positions have had a stay-home wife at 
some point and many have had a wife throughout their entire marriage.” 

But other women countered that it’s not up to employers to help with flex time or 
child care money. “If I’m doing the same amount of work as men, I want the same 
compensation. It’s up to me figure out if I want to spend it on child care.”

In 2009, these aren’t just women’s issues anymore. An overwhelming majority of 
both sexes believe the structure of the modern workplace isn’t meeting people’s 
needs. A preponderance of both men and women told the pollsters that if busi-
nesses fail to adapt to the needs of modern families, they risk losing good workers. 
Still, too many women and men who were polled said there were occasions when 
they wanted to take off from work to care for a child, but were unable to do so. In 
fact, women reported actually being afraid to ask for time off for caregiving. And 
large majorities of both sexes agreed that businesses should be required to provide 
paid family and medical leave for every worker who needs it. 

Many of the highly successful women I spoke to worried about women who had 
made it big and then got beat up in the media. They talked about the outright sex-
ism they’ve seen hurled at high-profile women such as Hillary Clinton and Sarah 
Palin, Katie Couric and Barbara Walters, Carly Fiorina and Martha Stewart. They 
question whether the climb all the way to the very top is even worth it. 

Another hint that there’s still plenty of underlying sexism: Women told me that 
male co-workers ask them all the time to give pep talks to their daughters, but 
never to their wives. They marveled, “They want us to inspire their girls to great 
achievement, but don’t you go giving their wives any big ideas!” 

In fact, the poll shows that a substantial majority of women feel that men resent 
women who have more power than they do. Yet wherever I went, I was surprised 
how open men were to sharing their bafflement about what women want—and 
their own insecurities about what’s expected of them. 
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“All of us grew up thinking this was a man’s world, that doors were just gonna open 
to us because we had a Y chromosome,” a Seattle man told me. “And suddenly, we 
have to adjust to the fact that that’s not the case. And the recession has made 
it even more intense for us. So every family is trying to figure out what does it 
mean that we’re both working or that I’m laid off and you’re working? We haven’t 
thrown some switch to go from a man’s world to a woman’s world. It’s more like 
we’re finally, for the first time, in a position where it’s no longer only a man’s world. 
Now what does that mean?” 

Good question. What does it mean, especially in families where wives are suddenly 
the primary providers? Those stories moved me. One man told me, “My wife makes 
about three times what I make, and that has been challenging to me. I was raised 
very traditionally. The masculine partner took the lead or was supposed to.”

Some men talked about reinventing themselves. I met a stay-at-home father who 
says he’s coming to terms with shuttling the kids around and being supported 
by his wife. “It’s confusing. Am I turning into not enough of a man? It just all 
depends how it’s defined in your own family. So if I’m enough of a man to them, 
that’s all that matters.” 

Another father told me, “It’s role reversal a little bit. I have dinner ready. I do the 
grocery shopping. I do laundry. She works harder than I ever did.” And what about 
his wife? She’s worried about their daughter, because “I feel like I’m not there as 
much for her as I ought to be. I do have some regrets.” In fact, the men and women 
who were polled both said they’re concerned about the effect of both parents 
working and raising children without a stay-at-home parent. 

With all the change and insecurity, women overwhelmingly told the pollsters that 
religious faith is important to them in general for help getting through. And men 
report seeking connectedness through talking and listening to other men—on the 
Internet, on sports radio, in church groups. 

With all the change and insecurity, women told the 
pollsters they rely on faith-based institutions and 

spiritual practice in general for help getting through. 
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Is there any group that doesn’t feel like fish out of water? I was relieved to discover 
during my travels that many younger couples aren’t so wedded to old stereotypes. 
When one twenty-something woman’s live-in boyfriend lost his job in Detroit, she 
told me, “The expectation was that we would just pull together and figure it out. 
People from my generation just expect women to work.” And I was glad that so 
many young men starting out today have a whole new sensibility about father-
hood. They told me they just expect to be active in their children’s lives and help 
out at home, and they want it that way. 

For some, of course, women as primary breadwinners is old news, especially 
among Latinos and African Americans. Said one black man, “When I see a strong 
woman, I’m actually more attracted to that, because that represents the women I 
was raised with.” And a Hispanic single mother in Los Angeles said, “My mother 
taught me to work and be successful and not depend on a guy for all the things 
that I need.” Gay couples aren’t following old stereotypes either. One lesbian 
partner told us, “When we go to soccer and back-to-school night, usually we 
are the ones where both parents are there. We don’t have gender rules, so we’ve 
always joked, ‘Who’s gonna be the husband tonight and take out the trash?’” 

And marriages where the partners have adapted to the new realities seem to 
be stronger. As you’ll read in this report, research shows that women are more 
sexually attracted to men who do more work around the house. And since a big 
predictor of a husband’s satisfaction is how often he has sex, maybe all that 
kitchen-table negotiating and communicating about who does what around the 
house is having a good effect on the institution of marriage.

Within this huge shift, there will always be some who blame society’s current 
ills on the very fact that so many women have gone to work and aren’t staying 
at home with the children anymore. They point to high school dropout rates, 
teen pregnancies, and the millions of latchkey kids. They see those as women’s 
issues. But most of the people we spoke to don’t feel that way. They feel the care 

For some, of course, “woman as primary 
breadwinners” is old news, especially  

among Latinos and African Americans. 
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and nurturing of children isn’t just a women’s issue anymore. These are family 
issues, and they affect all of us. Families have moved beyond finger-pointing to 
figure out how to confront these problems together. A union man in Detroit put 
it this way: “I think the fact that our roles are changing is just another way of 
us adapting to get the job done. We will do whatever needs to be done. And we 
will do it well.” 

More than four decades after President Kennedy’s Commission on the Status 
of Women, we’ve learned that while there’s much to cheer about, we still 

have a long way to go. Women still don’t make as much as men do for the same 
jobs. Women still don’t make it to the top as often as men. Families too often can’t 
get flex-time, child care, medical leave, or paid family leave. The United States 
still is the only major industrialized nation without comprehensive child care and 
family leave policies. Insurance companies still often charge women more than 
men for the exact same coverage. Women are still being punished by a tax code 
designed when men were the sole breadwinners and women the sole caregivers. 
Sexual violence against women remains a huge issue. Women still are dispropor-
tionately affected by lack of health care services. And lesbian couples and older 
women are among the poorest segment of our society. 

But so much has changed. Homemaking is no longer, as Margaret Mead wrote 
back then, the “most generally approved” job for women. Women’s expanding role 
in families, industry, the arts, government, politics, and other institutions is alter-
ing the American landscape. Women are learning they no longer have to shoehorn 
themselves into one stereotype or another, but they can do so if they choose—or 
they can make it up as they go along. 

In 2009, women have more choices than they did 40 years ago. They can choose 
to have kids with a partner, in a traditional marriage or not. They can to stay 
childless, live as single parents, or choose a same-sex partner. They can be like 
the single mothers who raised a president of the United States and a brand-new 
Supreme Court justice. They can be like Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin. They can 
be like Diane Sawyer, Michelle Obama, Sandra Day O’Connor, or like Nancy Pelosi, 
who spent the first half of her life staying home to raise five children and then 
went on to become the first female Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives. 
Or anything else they can imagine.
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It’s in this new world that I’m raising four children. I’m trying to teach my boys 
to understand that the women in their lives will work and will have independent 

minds. I’m trying to teach them not just how to hold the door open, but how to do 
their own laundry and make their own mac and cheese. I’m also trying to teach 
my girls how to advocate for themselves, be smart about their finances—and to 
look not for a savior, but a loving, supportive, open-minded partner. 

Which brings me back to my mother.

In so many articles after my mother’s death, her brothers and pundits were quoted 
as saying, “If only Eunice had been a man, she could have been president!” 

“If only.” My mother learned from that. Her call to those who faced discrimination 
and the sting of rejection was to turn adversity into action. “Use adversity to give 
your life purpose and mission,” she said. “Turn your adversity into advantage and 
opportunity.” That’s what she herself did, channeling her passion and outrage into 
changing the world for people with intellectual disabilities. She used her intel-
ligence and her energy to improve the world—and that’s why she’s alongside so 
many other extraordinary women, all agents of change, who are immortalized in 
the Women’s Hall of Fame in Seneca Falls, New York.

 My mother figured out how to be true to herself in the man’s world she was 
in—and I believe her solution makes her a real role model for today’s American 
woman. She mothered five kids who adored her, shared the spotlight with her hus-
band—and carved out a career for herself impacting millions of lives for the better. 
Her message to women was, “Don’t let society tame you or contain you.” Today, 
she could run for president. And I believe she would win.

I know for sure if she were alive today, she’d say about this report, “It’s about 
time!” She’d get her hands on a hundred copies and send them to friends. She’d 
make bookstores put it in the window. She’d make sure every office on Capitol Hill 
had a copy, whether they wanted one or not. And when I’d say, “Mummy, calm 
down! This is just the first step,” she’d say, “Well, when’s the next step? Take that 
step, Maria, and take it now!”
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And we shall. As we move into this phase we’re calling a woman’s nation, women 
can turn their pivotal role as wage-earners, as consumers, as bosses, as opinion-
shapers, as co-equal partners in whatever we do into a potent force for change. 
Emergent economic power gives women a new seat at the table—at the head of 
the table. 

Back in 1960, President Kennedy talked about the torch being passed to “a new 
generation.” Well, five decades later, the torch is being passed . . . to a new gender. 
There’s no doubt in my mind that we women will lift that torch. We will carry it. 
And we will light a new way forward.

As we move into this phase we’re calling  
a woman’s nation, women can turn their pivotal  

role as wage-earners, as consumers, as bosses,  
as opinion-shapers, as co-equal partners in  

whatever we do into a potent force for change. 
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This report describes how a woman’s nation changes everything about 
how we live and work today. Now for the first time in our nation’s history, 
women are half of all U.S. workers and mothers are the primary breadwin-

ners or co-breadwinners in nearly two-thirds of American families. This is a dra-
matic shift from just a generation ago (in 1967 women made up only one-third of 
all workers). It changes how women spend their days and has a ripple effect that 
reverberates throughout our nation. It fundamentally changes how we all work 
and live, not just women but also their families, their co-workers, their bosses, 
their faith institutions, and their communities. 

Quite simply, women as half of all workers changes everything. 

Recognizing the importance of women’s earnings to family well-being is the key 
piece to understanding why we are in a transformational moment. This social 
transformation is affecting nearly every aspect of our lives—from how we work to 
how we play to how we care for one another. Yet, we, as a nation, have not come to 
terms with what this means. In this report, we break new ground by taking a hard 
look at how women’s changing roles affect our major societal institutions, from 
government and businesses to our faith communities. We outline how these insti-
tutions rely on outdated models of who works and who cares for our families. And 
we examine how our culture has responded to one of the greatest social transfor-
mations of our time.

Executive Summary 

By Heather Boushey and Ann O’Leary
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Our findings should not be surpris-
ing to working men and women. Today, 
four-in-five families with children still 
at home are not the traditional male 
breadwinner, female homemaker. And 
women are increasingly becoming their 
family’s breadwinner or co-breadwinner 
(see Figures 1 and 2). The deep economic 
downturn is amplifying and accelerat-
ing this trend. Men have lost three-
out-of-four jobs so far since the Great 
Recession began in December 2007, 
leaving millions of wives to bring home 
the bacon while their husbands search 
for work. Women working outside the 
home, however, is not a short-term blip. 
This is a long-term trend that shows no 
signs of reversing.

Although our report is titled “A Wom-
an’s Nation Changes Everything,” this 
is not just a woman’s story. This is a 
report about how women becoming 
half of workers changes everything 
for men, women, and their families. 
The Rockefeller/TIME nationwide poll, 
conducted in early September as the 
chapters of the report were being final-
ized, finds that the battle of the sexes 
is over and is replaced by negotiations 
between the sexes about work, family, 
household responsibilities, child care, 
and elder care. Yet, while men gener-
ally accept women working and mak-
ing more money, men and women both 
express concern about kids left behind. 
Whose job is it? Men and women agree 
that government and business are out 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Economic News Release: Table 4. 
Families with own children: Employment status of parents by age 
of youngest child and family type, 2007-08 annual averages; Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, Indicator 18: Parent's Employment, Employment 
status of parents with own children under 18 years old, by type of 
family: 1975 to 1993.

Figure	1

The	new	normal
Changes in family structure and work, 
families with children under age 18, 
1975 and 2008

Married, traditional (only husband employed)

Married, dual earner

Married, both parents unemployed

Married, non-traditional (only wife employed)

Single parent, employed

Single parent, unemployed

1975 2008

20.7%

44.7%

43.5%

31.1%

3.8%

3.0%
22.1%

8.8%

7.8%7.3%

2.1%

5.1%



Executive Summary

The Shriver Report

Executive Summary
19

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

of touch with the realties of how most families live and work today. Families need 
more flexible work schedules, comprehensive child care policies, redesigned family 
and medical leave, and equal pay. The aim of this report is to take this conversa-
tion up to the national level, to engage men and women in thinking about what 
this new reality means for our vision of ourselves, our families, our communities, 
and the government, social, and religious institutions around us. 

In short, this report lays the groundwork for how our society can better support 
the new American worker and the new American family.

The chapters in this report examine a host of ways in which our lives have changed 
forever because women have entered the labor force in ever greater numbers. The 
policy implications vary from issue to issue, but the conclusions are clear: We need 
to rethink our assumptions about families and about work and focus our policies—
at all levels—to address this new reality. 

Clearly we aren’t going back to a time when women were available full time to be 
their families’ unpaid caretakers, so we need to find another way forward. This 
report builds on the decades of work on these issues and aims to spark a national 
conversation and attract the attention of policymakers and political leaders to 
focus on the implications of this transformation for our society.

27.7%

63.3%

Source: Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota 
Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009.

Notes: Breadwinner mothers include single mothers who work and married mothers who earn as much or more than their husbands. 
Co-breadwinners are wives who bring home at least 25 percent of the couple’s earnings, but less than half. The data only include families with a 
mother who is between the ages of 18 and 60 and who has children under age 18 living with her.

Figure	2

The	new	workforce
Share of mothers who are breadwinners or co-breadwinners, 1967 to 2008

Co-breadwinner mothers
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Maria Shriver opens our report with A Woman’s Nation. Her chapter describes the 
unique ways the Shriver and CAP teams approached this complex set of topics. 
She details how together we took a “deep dive” into how our culture and our society 
are responding to changes in women’s dual roles in the workforce and in the family. 
Shriver takes a historical look at the transformation of the American woman since 
her uncle, President John F. Kennedy, asked First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to chair 
the first Commission on the Status of Women in 1961. Shriver connects this over-
arching social shift to the most consistent roles of her life and of most women’s 
lives—the roles of daughter and mother. As our country reshapes the face of its 
workforce, Shriver reminds us that the struggles of the women before us opened 
the doors for us to guide the next generation of young women through. 

In her chapter, Shriver also describes the conversations she conducted with every-
day Americans around the nation, discovering that men and women are indeed 
negotiating everything—from the daily struggle over whether the husband or 
wife will drop off their child at school in the morning to major life decisions about 
whether a family will relocate to further one spouse’s career even if it hampers the 
other’s. You’ll find quotes from these conversations highlighted between the differ-
ent chapters of this report—insights that bring to life the equally telling analysis 
of how we work and live today. And alongside our chapters is a collection of essays 
that Maria Shriver and her team gathered from an intriguing array of women and 
men, among them Oprah Winfrey, Billie Jean King, Suze Orman, Patricia Kemp-
thorne, and Tammy Duckworth; less famous but equally insightful individuals 
such as Col. Maritza Sáenz Ryan, First Gentleman of Michigan Dan Mulhern and 
Accel Partners’ Sukhinder Singh Cassidy; and everyday Americans at the forefront 
of these monumental changes in our society like Gianna Le, a young Vietnamese-
American seeking to enter medical school this year. This chapter captures these 
insights and matches them to the analysis in the report to sharply define these 
personal experiences on the larger canvas of our changing nation. 

The New Breadwinners, by Heather Boushey, Center for American Progress senior 
economist, explores the economic underpinnings of the transformation of wom-
en’s work. This chapter homes in on who’s gone to work, where women are work-
ing, why they are working, how well they are coping, and what this means for the 
economic well-being of women and their families. The chapter finds that while 
women are now half of workers and mothers are breadwinners or co-breadwinners 
in the majority of families, institutions have failed to catch up to this real-
ity. Women have made great strides and are now more likely to be economically 
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responsible for themselves and their families, but there is a still a long way to go. 
Equality in the workplace has not yet been achieved, even as families need wom-
en’s equality now more than ever.

Family Friendly for All Families: Workers and caregivers need government 
policies that reflect today’s realities, by Ann O’Leary, Center for American Prog-
ress senior fellow and executive director of the Berkeley Center for Health, Eco-
nomic & Family Security at the University of California Berkeley School of Law, 
and Karen Kornbluh, former visiting fellow at the Center for American Progress, 
explores the implications of women in the workplace for government policy affect-
ing workers and caregivers. O’Leary and Kornbluh argue that we need to reevalu-
ate the values and assumptions underlying our nation’s workplace policies and 
social insurance system to ensure that they reflect the actual—not outdated or 
imagined—ways that families work and care today. 

Up until now, government policymakers largely focused on supporting women’s 
entry into a male-oriented workforce on a par with men—a workplace where 
policies on hours, pay, benefits, and leave time were designed around male bread-
winners who presumably had no family caregiving responsibilities. But allowing 
women to play by the same rules as a traditional male breadwinner worker is not 
enough. Too many workers—especially women and low-wage workers—today 
simply cannot work in the way traditional breadwinners once worked with a 
steady job and lifelong marriage with a wife at home. 

O’Leary and Kornbluh suggest that a fruitful way for government to address this 
new economic and social reality would be to update our basic labor standards to 
include family-friendly employee benefits and reform our anti-discrimination 
laws so that employers cannot disproportionately exclude women from workplace 
benefits. Their chapter also argues that we need to modernize our social insurance 
system to account for varied families and new family responsibilities, including 
the need for paid family leave and social security retirement benefits that take 
into account time spent out of the workforce caring for children and other rela-
tives. O’Leary and Kornbluh close with suggestions for increasing support to fam-
ilies for child care, early education, and elder care in order to help working parents 
cope with their dual responsibilities.

Next is a reflective essay, Invisible Yet Essential: Immigrant women in America, 
by Maria Echaveste, Center for American Progress senior fellow and senior 
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distinguished fellow at the Warren Institute at University of California Berke-
ley School of Law. This chapter focuses in on how we often overlook the crucial 
work—child and parental care, home maintenance, food production, and clean-
ing—once done by the unpaid wives of male breadwinners but which is now the 
work of immigrant women. These hardworking immigrant women have helped 
make possible other women’s mass entry into the workforce. Echaveste points 
out that our economy is increasingly based on a growing service-sector industry, 
which in turn challenges all of us to value the work of the millions of immigrant 
women performing these services. Indeed, she concludes that the work these 
women do will be necessary regardless of how high-tech our economy becomes. 
They can no longer be ignored.

Sick and Tired: Working women and their health, by Jessica Arons, director of the 
Women’s Health and Rights Program at the Center for American Progress, and 
Northwestern University law professor Dorothy Roberts, explores the implications 
of women working and earning the family income on women’s health, as well as 
women’s access to employer-based and private health insurance. They find that 
women’s breadwinning has not always come with greater access to health benefits 
and, too often, women’s health is compromised as they combine work and family 
responsibilities. As more women work, the authors note that we are developing a 
greater understanding of the health implications for women and their families—
everything from inequitable job conditions and workplace health hazards to the 
timing of when women become mothers. Further, they highlight how our current 
health insurance system, centered as it is on employer-sponsored insurance, fails 
women in a variety of ways. 

Better Educating Our New Breadwinners: Creating opportunities for all women to 
succeed in the workforce, by professor and former dean of University of Califor-
nia Berkeley’s graduate division Mary Ann Mason, explores the implications 
for our education system, focusing on post-secondary education. She finds that 
women have made great advances in educational attainment, yet there is still 
clear evidence that women face barriers within our educational institutions. 
Further, even when women receive the same degrees as men, they continue 
to face lower wages and fewer high-paying job prospects due to inflexible and 
unsupportive work environments. 

Mason examines both sides of this gender coin. Women receive 52 percent of 
high school diplomas, 62 percent of associate’s degrees, 57 percent of bachelor’s 
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degrees and 50 percent of doctoral degrees and professional degrees. But three 
problems persist. First, not all women have gained access to post-secondary edu-
cation. Hispanic women, for example, lag far behind their counterparts. Second, 
women remain concentrated in the “helping” professions of health and education 
and are falling behind in entering the higher-paying fields of the future, includ-
ing science, mathematics, engineering, and technology. Finally, more women with 
family responsibilities are attending all levels of post-secondary education, but 
they need family-friendly support to get their degrees (just as all workers need 
businesses to respond to the fact that our highly-educated workforce necessarily 
combines work and care). Mason recommends that policymakers focus on these 
three problems and offers some solutions to help them do so, including increas-
ing family-friendly environments in our educational institutions and increasing 
compliance with Title IX with regard to science, engineering, mathematics, and 
technology at all post-secondary levels.

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find: Recognizing and rewarding the value women  
create in the workplace, by Brad Harrington, professor of organization studies and 
executive director of the Center for Work & Family at the Carroll School of Man-
agement at Boston College, and Jamie Ladge, assistant professor of management 
and organizational development at Northeastern University, point out that women 
make up half the talent that is available to corporate America and small busi-
nesses. The authors argue that women’s outstanding performance in educational 
institutions, especially in higher educational and professional schools, demands 
that employers create workplaces that attract, retain, develop, and exploit (in the 
best sense of the word) this tremendous resource. They detail, however, that the vast 
majority of employers need to let go of outdated models such as thinking that there 
is only one place that work gets done, one way to structure a workday, one model for 
the ideal career, and one leadership style that works in today’s workplace. 

Harrington and Ladge show that flexible work arrangements, flexible career paths, 
and new leadership styles better meet the needs of today’s diverse workforce as 
well as today’s flexible and fast-changing economic environment. They argue 
these new work policies should not be perks for only a chosen few. All workers 
need policies that meet the changed realities of work and family, not just elite 
workers. In short, the conversation is no longer about whether women will work, 
but rather about how businesses are dealing with the fact that their workforce 
is increasingly made up of women and most workers today—men and women—
share in at least some care responsibilities.
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The Challenge of Faith: Bringing spiritual sustenance to busy lives, by Kimberly 
Morgan, associate professor of political science and international affairs at The 
George Washington University, and Sally Steenland, senior policy advisor for the 
Faith and Progressive Policy project at the Center for American Progress, explore 
the ongoing role of religion and spirituality in women’s lives. They ask how tra-
ditional faith communities and new organizational forms of spirituality have 
responded to women’s increased employment outside the home. Their conclu-
sion? Women are struggling to find the time for religious involvement amid the 
responsibilities of job and family, which in turn means religious institutions need 
to adapt to these new realities—especially as the support and services that orga-
nized religion provides become more important than ever. 

Morgan and Steenland note that some congregations have actively engaged with 
today’s new realities, providing increased services that address the challenges for 
families that no longer have an adult who remains outside the labor force. Yet oth-
ers have not, and in many cases while women have entered boardrooms and are 
leading companies, faith institutions have been slow to incorporate women into 
their leadership. Morgan and Steenland suggest several ways for faith and spiri-
tual communities to better engage with today’s busy women. 

University of Michigan communications professor Susan Douglas then shows us 
in Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr? how the media that we’re surrounded by 
every day have in some ways overshot reality and in many ways not caught up on 
the way women work and live in our society today. The mainstream media outlets 
often suggest that women have “made it,” portraying women as successful execu-
tives at the top of every profession, yet in real life there are far too few women 
among the highest ranks of the professions, and millions of everyday women strug-
gle to make ends meet and to juggle work and family. Douglas suggests women need 
to challenge these misleading portraits with facts, vigor, and humor.

Douglas’s provocative chapter is accompanied by an essay titled Sexy Socializa-
tion: Today’s media and the next generation of women, by Stacy L. Smith, a fellow 
at the Center for Communication Leadership and Policy at the Annenberg School 
of Communications, and two of her colleagues, Cynthia Kennard, a senior fellow 
at the Center, and Amy D. Granados, a policy analyst at Annenberg. The three 
authors highlight what today’s 8-to-19-year-olds are taking in about the role of 
men and women in the workplace and society through the lens of various media, 
focusing on how troubling male and female sexual stereotypes could affect the life 
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and career choices of our next generation. The authors express concern about the 
future of women breadwinners in the coming decades because of these stereotypes, 
but hold out hope that the media industry itself will change as more women rise 
within its ranks or launch new media outlets on their own.

Our report then shifts focus to a series of chapters and essays that we hope will get 
people talking about all of our analytical research. In Has a Man’s World Become a 
Woman’s Nation?, Michael Kimmel, sociology professor at the State University of 
New York, Stonybrook, surveys the varied responses that men have had to women’s 
entry into the workforce and to losing the title of sole breadwinner. He finds that 
most men have chosen the path toward acceptance of greater gender equality and 
often relish the extra earnings women bring into the family—but that some groups 
of men continue to struggle with the idea of widespread employment of women and 
mothers as it has made them question their very notion of masculinity. 

Above all, though, Kimmel finds that while both men and women want the kind of 
support that makes it possible to have a dual-earner, dual-caregiver family, these 
issues are more often misperceived as only “women’s issues” in Washington and 
statehouses around the nation. Men need family-friendly policies so that they 
can have the sorts of family relationships they say they want to have, as well as 
careers that enable them to work and live better in our changing 21st-century 
economy. Kimmel closes his chapter with a call for men to rally behind efforts 
to make it better for women and men together to work and live in our changing 
economy and society, not rely on women alone to do so.

Next, we learn that negotiating around the kitchen table can be good for your mar-
riage. In her reflective essay, Sharing the Load, Evergreen State College sociologist 
Stephanie Coontz provides evidence that the most stable, high-quality marriages 
are those where men and women share both paid work and domestic work. This is a 
shift from generations ago when the most stable marriages were those where hus-
bands specialized in paid work and wives did all the domestic work.

In this section we also include two concluding reflective essays, one by senior 
correspondent for The American Prospect Courtney E. Martin and the other by 
political strategist and media consultant Jamal Simmons. They explore what it 
all means for today’s generations of women and men who grew up in a world that 
was less likely to question the desirability of the equality of women but under-
stands that does not yet mean true equality. 
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Simmons focuses on how the woman you commit to today may have the same 
name and social security number as the woman you are with tomorrow, but she 
may want completely different things in her life at different times throughout your 
lives together. For him, the rules seem to be maddeningly flexible. Martin notes 
that the women (and men) of her generation have come of age at a time when 
feminist values are simply in the water. But she argues that we need comprehen-
sive policy reform that reflects an accurate picture of the workers and families as 
we really are, not as we imagine ourselves to be. She closes by saying that “It’s a 
good thing we’ve been so pumped up on post-gender idealism, because there are 
some big battles ahead.” 

To gauge just how representative these conversations and observations are of 
actual conditions in American homes and workplaces, we close the report with a 
hot-off-the-press landmark nationwide poll. This Rockefeller/TIME poll of 3,413 
people nationwide takes a broad and deep look at what men and women think of 
their changing roles in society and their attitudes toward each other as spouses, 
parents, bosses, and co-workers. Center for American Progress fellows John Hal-
pin and Ruy Texiera, Kelly Daley with global research company Abt SRBI Inc., 
and former Los Angeles Times pollster Susan Pinkus conducted, analyzed, and 
then concisely summarized the poll findings for us in their chapter Battle of the 
Sexes Gives Way to Negotiations. 

The poll results reveal a truce in the battle of the sexes, demonstrating that men 
and women are in agreement on many of the day-to-day work and family issues. 
The old line in the sand separating them has largely washed away. Indeed, both 
men and women agree that women’s movement into employment is good for the 
country. Virtually all married couples see negotiating about the rules of relation-
ships, work, and family as key making things work at home and at work. The 
authors conclude that the one clear message emerging from this poll is that the 
lives of Americans have changed significantly in recent years, yet the parameters 
of their jobs have yet to change to meet new demands. They find that political and 
business leaders who fail to take steps to address the needs of modern families 
risk losing good workers and the support of men and women who are riding the 
crest of major social change in America with little or no support.



Executive Summary

The Shriver Report

Executive Summary
27

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Rather than pining for family structures of an earlier generation, the authors 
report that the poll found that men and women agree that government and 
businesses have failed to adapt to the needs of modern families. Americans 
across the board desire more flexibility in work schedules, paid family leave, and 
increased child care support. Given the ongoing difficulties many people face in 
balancing work and family life, it is not surprising that large numbers of Ameri-
cans—men and women alike—view the decline in the percentage of children 
growing up in a family with a stay-at-home parent as a negative development 
for society. Yet, ever practical and pragmatic, this poll demonstrates that Ameri-
cans understand that everything has changed in their work and lives today and 
that consequently they are working things out as best they can while looking to 
their government and their employers to catch up.

The academic research, anecdotal evidence, personal reflections, and poll results 
that make up this unique report all confirm that recognizing women now con-
stitute half of the workers in the United States is only the first step. The second 
is identifying what we need to do to reshape the institutions around us. We can 
then begin to take the necessary actions to readjust our policies and practices. 
When you finish reading our report, we’re confident you’ll agree that more than 
four decades after President Kennedy’s Commission on the Status of Women, 
we’ve learned that while there’s much to cheer about, we still have a long way 
to go. We as a people must transform the way our government, our businesses, 
our faith-based institutions, and our media deal with the realities of a woman’s 
nation so that all of us can better cope with the transformation of how we work 
and live. The ultimate goal is a more prosperous future for all women and men in 
a nation that recognizes the unique value of each of us to contribute to the com-
mon good at work and at home. We believe that we can get there together, and 
that this report takes an important step along that path.
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For a brief moment in American history, women during World War II 
accounted for more than one-third of the U.S. workforce as men streamed 
into the armed forces to defeat our fascist enemies.1 This phenomenal 

transformation of the U.S. economy was brief but its influence was enduring. So 
many Americans can share “Rosie the Riveter” stories akin to President Obama’s 
memories of tales about his grandmother working in an arms manufacturing 
plant while his grandfather served in Europe with General George Patton.

Today, the movement of women into the labor force is not just enduring but cer-
tifiably revolutionary—perhaps the greatest social transformation of our time. 
Women are more likely to work outside the home and their earnings are more 
important to family well-being than ever before in our nation’s history. This trans-
formation changes everything. At the most profound level, it changes the rules of 
what it means to be a woman—and what it means to be a man. Women are now 
increasingly sharing the role of breadwinner, as well as the role of caregiver, with 
the men in their lives. Even so, we have yet to come to terms with what it means to 
live in a nation where both men and women typically work outside the home and 
what we need to do to make this new reality workable for families who have child 
care and elder care responsibilities through most of their working lives.

Indeed, the transformation in how women spend their days affects nearly every 
aspect of our daily lives. As women move into the labor force, their earnings are 
increasingly important to families and women more and more become the major 

Economy

The New Breadwinners
Women now account for half of all jobs, with sweeping consequences  

for our nation’s economy, society, and future prosperity

By Heather Boushey
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breadwinner—even though women continue to be paid 23 cents less than men for 
every dollar earned in our economy.2 Nearly 4 in 10 mothers (39.3 percent) are 
primary breadwinners, bringing home the majority of the family’s earnings, and 
nearly two-thirds (62.8 percent) are breadwinners or co-breadwinners, bringing 
home at least a quarter of the family’s earnings. What’s more, women are now 
much more likely to head families on their own.

These gains are by no means an unqualified victory for women in the workforce 
and in society, or for their families. Most women today are providing for their 
families by working outside the home—and still earning less than men—while 
providing more than their fair share of caregiving responsibilities inside the home, 
an increasingly impossible task. At home, families cope with this day-to-day time 
squeeze in a variety of unsatisfactory ways. In most families today, there’s no one 
who stays at home all day and so there’s no one with the time to prepare dinner, be 
home when the kids get back from school, or deal with the little things of everyday 
life, such as accepting a UPS package or getting the refrigerator repaired. Instead 
of having Mom at home keeping her eye on the children after school, families face 
the challenge of watching over their latchkey kids from afar and worry about what 
their teenagers are doing after school.

Yet the flip side is this: The presence of women is now commonplace in all kinds of 
workplaces and many are in positions of authority. Millions of workers now have 
a female boss and the more collaborative management styles that many women 
bring to the workplace are improving the bottom line. Increasingly, businesses are 
recognizing that most of their labor force has some kind of family care responsi-
bility, and therefore are creating flexible workplace policies to deal with this reality. 
Many of the fastest-growing jobs replace the work women used to do for free in 
the home. The demand for home health aides, child care workers, and food service 
workers, for instance, has increased sharply. 

Most women today are providing for their  
families by working outside the home—and still 

earning less than men—while providing more than 
their fair share of caregiving responsibilities at home.
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Social patterns also are changing, and rapidly so. With women now half of all 
workers on U.S. payrolls, there is no longer a standard timeline for marriage and 
raising a family—if women even choose to marry or have children. The assisted 
reproductive technologies industry has blossomed as women—especially profes-
sional women—invest in their careers and delay motherhood into their 30s and 
40s. And the share of women who are unmarried has skyrocketed: 40 percent of 
women over age 25 are now unmarried and a record 40 percent of children born 
in 2007 had an unmarried mother.3 While divorce rates have fallen, many women 
delay and some never even enter marriage. 

This transformation also boasts profound implications for communities around 
the nation. In schools and religious and community organizations, women are 
now less available to volunteer during the work week and have less time to devote 
to leading community organizations. The transformation affects our health care 
system, too, since health care providers have to cope with the fact that there is not 
likely to be someone to provide free, at-home care for a recovering patient. 

And it affects our quality of life. Many retail stores, restaurants, and consumer 
support lines are now open 24 hours a day, seven days a week, which meets the 
needs of families with 9-to-5 work hours. But this has meant that millions of 
other families—disproportionately immigrants and lower-income families—
have workers employed during nonstandard hours, affecting their marriages and 
their ability to access child care and other supports not generally available at 
nonstandard times. 

Quite simply, as women go to work, everything changes. Yet, we, as a nation, 
have not yet digested what this all means and what changes are still to be made. 
But change we must, especially as the current recession amplifies and acceler-
ates these trends throughout our economy and society. The Great Recession led 
to massive job losses, especially within male-dominated industries. Since the 
recession began in December 2007, men have accounted for three out of every 
four jobs lost (73.6 percent)4 and now 2 million wives are supporting their fami-
lies while their unemployed husbands seek work.5

Women now, for the first time, make up half (49.9 percent as of July 2009) of all 
workers on U.S. payrolls. This is a dramatic change from just over a generation 
ago: In 1969, women made up only a third of the workforce (35.3 percent).6
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Working the Night Shifts. Gloria Castillo is 22 years old, married, a mother of two, a Latina from 
the rough side of Dallas, pictured at work. This is her third drive-through job. It is becoming a career. 
{STEPHEN Crowley, The New York Times}
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Many American women have always worked, of course, but as more women joined 
the ranks of the employed and laws prohibiting outright discrimination came into 
effect, a wider array of opportunities opened up to women. By 2008, a working 
mother is no longer revolutionary and is in fact now common: Only one in five 
families with children (20.7 percent) are the traditional male breadwinner, female 
homemaker, compared to 44.7 percent in 1975.7 That year, 4 in 10 mothers with a 
child under age 6 (39.6 percent) worked outside the home, but by 2008, that share 
had risen to two-thirds (64.3 percent).8 

To understand what it means for women to become breadwinners, this chapter 
focuses on who’s gone to work, where women are working, why they are working, 
and what this means for the economic well-being of women and their families. 
While women have made great strides and are now more likely to be economically 
responsible for themselves and their families, there is still a long way to go. Equity 
in the workplace has not yet been achieved, even as families need women’s equal-
ity now more than ever.

Women’s earnings making all the difference

One thing is very clear: The added earnings of women have made all the difference 
for families. There are more women living alone and raising children on their own, 
and within married-couple families, women’s earnings have become more important.

Consider first the dramatic rise in women raising children on their own. Between 
1973 and 2006, the share of all families headed by an unmarried woman rose to one 
in five, or 18.4 percent, from 1 in 10 (10 percent).9 These families rely almost exclu-
sively on a woman’s wage. Only 4 in 10 custodial mothers (41.7 percent) receive 
any child support and only half (47.3 percent) of those awarded child support actu-
ally receive their full award.10 Further, the incomes of families headed by unmarried 
women have not kept pace with those of dual-earner families. Between 1973 and 
2006, families headed by a single woman saw their incomes rise by 25.5 percent, 
while dual-earner families saw their incomes rise by 37.1 percent.11 

While single women bring home the bacon for their families, wives’ earnings are 
typically no longer ancillary to the family’s budget. Since the early 1970s, it has 
been the earnings of wives that have made the difference between families seeing 
no income growth and some income growth (see Figure 1). Today, married-couple 
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families with a wife who doesn’t work have inflation-adjusted incomes that are no 
higher than similar families in the early 1970s. Researchers Katherine Bradbury 
and Jane Katz at the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston found that families in which 
wives worked, worked longer hours, or had higher pay compared to families with-
out such wives were more likely to move up the income ladder or maintain their 
position rather than fall down the ladder.12 

Compared to their parents and grandparents, today’s families put in more hours 
at work, but see fewer gains. They increasingly need two incomes just to cover 
the basics—the mortgage, the car, and health insurance.13 This is a sharp rever-
sal from the period after World War II through the early 1970s when both families 
with a wife in paid employment and those without saw their incomes rise year 
after year and both at about the same pace.

Clearly, the days of Ozzie and 
Harriet are long gone. Within 
married-couple families, the typi-
cal working wife now brings home 
42.2 percent of her family’s earn-
ings.14 And women increasingly 
are the primary breadwinners. 
In 2008, nearly 4 in 10 mothers 
(39.3 percent) were the primary 
breadwinner in their family—
either because they were a single, 
working parent or because they 
earned as much as or more than 
their spouse. An additional quar-
ter (24.0 percent) of mothers are 
co-breadwinners—that is, a work-
ing wife bringing home at least 25 
percent of her family’s total earn-
ings (see Figure 2 and Table 1). 15

Women are becoming breadwin-
ners among all kinds of mar-
ried-couple families, by income, 
education, and race. Specifically:

Figure	1

Married	working	couples	struggle		
to	get	ahead
Couples with and without a working wife saw 
income grow at about the same pace from 
1949 to 1973, but only those with a working 
wife saw income growth after 1973 

Source: Author's analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population 
Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement. 

Average annual income growth by family type, 
inflation-adjusted, 1949–1973 and 1973–2008

1973–2008

1949–1973

Wife in paid labor force Stay-at-home wife

3.3%

0.9%

3.1%

0.0%
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27.7%

63.3%

Source: See Table 1.

Notes: Breadwinner mothers include single mothers who work and married mothers who earn as much or more than their husbands. 
Co-breadwinners are wives who bring home at least 25 percent of the couple’s earnings, but less than half. The data only include families with a 
mother who is between the ages of 18 and 60 and who has children under age 18 living with her.

Figure	2

The	new	workforce
Share of mothers who are breadwinners or co-breadwinners, 1967 to 2008

Co-breadwinner mothers

Breadwinner mothers
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24.0%

11.7%

39.3%
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By income

• Just under a third (30.1 percent) of working wives in families with incomes in the 
top 20 percent of all families (not just married-couple families) brought home 
as much or more than their husbands did in 2008, compared to only one in eight 
(12.6 percent) in 1967. The trend is similar even among families with a child 
under age 6 in which nearly a third (28.0 percent) of working wives in the fami-
lies in the top fifth bring home as much as or more than their husbands in 2008.

• In the bottom 20 percent of income distribution of all families, over two-thirds 
(67.7 percent) of working wives brought home as much as or more than their 
husbands in 2008, up from 44 percent in 1967, while in the next 20 percent of 
income distribution half (49.2 percent) of working wives now bring home as 
much or more than their husbands, up from 28.3 percent in 1967.

By education

• In families where the wife has only a high school diploma, the share of working 
wives earning as much as or more than their spouses stood at 36.6 percent in 
2008 compared to 14.5 percent in 1967, while among working wives with a college 
degree 41.1 percent earned as much as or more than their spouses compared to 
30.8 percent over the same period.
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By race

• Among white families, over a third (36.9 percent) of working wives earned as much 
as or more than their husbands in 2008, compared to one in five (21.1 percent) in 
1975. Over that same time period, among African American families, the share 
rose to 51.5 percent from 28.7 percent, and among Hispanic families, the share rose 
from 23.6 to 35.8 percent

And, of course, lesbian couples have always relied on the earnings of just women. 
Recent research shows that lesbian families are more likely than heterosexual 
couples to end up in poverty.16 Since women on average earn less than men, les-
bian couples have two lower-paid earners, and are doubly discriminated against 
because of continued heterosexist employment discrimination, on top of the dis-
crimination that lesbians experience as women, mothers, or people of color.

Table	1

Bringing	home	the	bacon
Working wives bring home half or more of family earnings

 
 

Share	of	working	wives	earning	as	much	as	or	more	than	their	husbands

1967 2008

All wives 18.7 38.1

With child under age 18 11.5 31.4

With child under age 6 9.3 31.0

Mother with high school diploma 7.5 27.8

Mother with some college 9.2 26.8

Mother with college degree 17.9 35.4

Mother under age 30 8.4 27.7

Mother aged 30 to 44 10.0 31.9

Women under age 30 14.8 30.3

Women 30 to 44 11.9 32.7

Women 45 to 60 24.1 40.0

Less than high school 20.3 35.3

High school 14.5 36.6

Some college 19.3 36.2

College 30.8 41.1

Source: Author and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata 
Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009. 

Note: Data include married couples with a wife over age 18. Data do not include gay or lesbian couples, regardless of marital status.
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Where women work matters

Part of the reason that women’s earn-
ings have become more important to 
family well-being is that women are 
now found in all kinds of jobs. Equal 
opportunity legislation made it pos-
sible for women to take nearly any job. 
But even though women now constitute 
half of all workers, they do not make 
up half of every kind of job. Continued 
sex segregation in employment is one 
of the primary factors explaining the 
wage gap between men and women.

Table 2 lists the top 20 occupations for 
men and women in 2008. The list tends 
to confirm gendered stereotypes about 
who does what and documents that 
many of the jobs most commonly held 
by women (and men!) require little or 
no higher education. The most common 
occupations for women are secretaries 
and administrative assistants, nurses, 
and schoolteachers. Of the top 20 jobs 
for women, only nurses and school-
teachers required advanced degrees. 
Men most commonly work as drivers, 
managers, and retail supervisors. 

This table also confirms that men 
and women continue to work in 
highly segregated workplaces. There 
are only four occupations that appear 
on the list of the 20 most commonly 
held jobs for both men and women: 
retail salesperson (2.5 percent of 
women and 2.0 percent of men), 

Figure	3

A	snapshot	of	today’s	working	women
Three views of women’s earnings power—percent 
of working wives earning as much as or more than 
their husbands

Bottom quintile

Second quintile

Middle quintile

Fourth quintile

Top quintile

All working wives

Total with children under age 6

Mother with high school diploma

Mother with some college

Mother with college degree

Mother under age 30

Mother aged 30 to 44

White, non-Hispanic

Black, non-Hispanic

Hispanic

Other, non-Hispanic

By wife's race/ethnicity

By family income quintile

2008

2008

2008
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38.1
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9.3

28.3

7.5

15.2

51.5

9.2

13.3

35.8

17.9

12.6

40.4

8.4

10.0

36.9

31.0

49.2

27.8
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23.6
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35.4

31.7

35.4
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27.7

21.1

31.9

28.7

Source: See Table 1.

Note: Income quintiles are determined using all families, not only married-couple families.
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first-line supervisors of retail stores (2.3 percent of women and 2.6 percent of 
men), all other managers (1.9 percent of women and 2.9 percent of men), and 
cooks (1.1 percent of women and 1.5 percent of men). This is only slight prog-
ress from a few generations ago. In 1979, half of women (51.7 percent) were 
employed in just 20 occupations, while the top 20 occupations employed 40.6 
percent of men.17 

Even though sex segregation continues to define the U.S. workplace, there has 
been some progress in women entering nontraditional fields. Women now consti-
tute just over a third of engineers (35.9 percent in 2008) and lawyers and judges 
(36.5 percent), under a third of physicians and surgeons (31.8 percent), and nearly 
4 in 10 managers (38.2 percent). Still, women remain the dominant workers in 
traditional female occupations, making up 97.8 percent of all preschool and kin-
dergarten teachers, 97.3 percent of dental hygienists, 96.3 percent of all secretar-
ies and administrative assistants, and 95.5 percent of all child care workers. And 
men still dominate in construction and building trades, making up 97.5 percent of 
all construction and extraction workers and 96.1 percent of all installation, repair, 
and maintenance jobs.18

Two Sides of a Career. The scheduling of deliveries remains largely a woman's job; the driving is still 
mostly in the hands of men. {Robb Kendrick, Aurora Photos; Peter Wynn Thompson, The New York Times}
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Table	2

Who	works	where
Top 20 occupations for women and men, 2008

Occupation
Share	of		

female	workers
  Occupation

Share	of	male	
workers

Secretaries and administrative assistants 4.7 Driver/sales workers and truck drivers 4.1

Registered nurses 3.8 All other managers 2.9

Elementary and middle school teachers 3.7 First-line supervisors/managers of retail stores 2.6

Cashiers 3.0 Construction laborers 2.1

Retail salespersons 2.5 Carpenters 2.1

Nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides 2.5 Retail salespersons 2.0

First-line supervisors/managers of retail stores 2.3
Laborers and freight, stock, and material  
movers, hand 

2.0

Waiters and waitresses 2.1 Janitors and building cleaners 1.8

Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks 1.9 Chief executives 1.6

Receptionists and information clerks 1.9 Cooks 1.5

All other managers 1.9 Grounds maintenance workers 1.5

Customer service representatives 1.9 Construction managers 1.5

Maids and housekeeping cleaners 1.9
Sales representatives, wholesale and 
manufacturing

1.3

Child care workers 1.8
First-line supervisors/managers of non-retail 
sales workers 

1.2

First-line supervisors/managers of office and 
administrative support workers 

1.8 Stock clerks and order fillers 1.2

Accountants and auditors 1.6 Electricians 1.1

Office clerks, general 1.5 Automotive service technicians and mechanics 1.1

Teacher assistants 1.4
First-line supervisors/managers of construction 
trades and extraction workers 

1.1

Cooks 1.1 Computer software engineers 1.1

Personal and home care aides 1.1
First-line supervisors/managers of production 
and operating workers 

1.0

Share	employed	in	the	top	20	occupations

Females 44.4 Males 34.8

Source: Author’s analysis of the Center for Economic and Policy Research Extracts of the Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group Files. Includes workers aged 18 to 64.

Note: Bold items appear on the list for both women and men.
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Looking forward, the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ projection of future job growth 
shows a pattern that is similar to the jobs of today. Figure 4 shows that over the 
next decade, the occupations projected to have the largest number of new jobs are 
in services. Many have a caring aspect to them, such as nursing or home health 
aides, that replace the work that women historically did without pay in the home 
in the decades before women entered the labor force in great numbers. Most of 
these jobs require little higher education and most pay low wages (see Table 3). 
Currently, these occupations tend to be dominated by women, who make up more 
than two-thirds of the employees in all but five of the 15 occupations with largest 
projected job growth. 

Figure	4

Future	jobs
Projected job growth by occupation and gender, 2006–2016, in thousands of new jobs

Source: See Table 1. Gender breakdown is based on the job occupants in 2008 by gender.
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Why women work

Women becoming breadwinners is the direct result of more women seeking 
employment in the first place. But as women became a larger share of those 
employed and took advantage of economic opportunities opening up to them, 
more of them have begun to be a family’s lead earner. The trend toward more 
women working occurred among all kinds of women, although it is the women 
in the middle and top of income distribution in our country as well as mothers 
(both married and single) who have seen the starkest changes in their employ-
ment patterns over the past half-century.

Table	3

Occupations	with	the	largest	projected	new	jobs,	2006–2016

Occupation
Employment	

Quartile
rank1

Most	significant	source		
of	postsecondary		

education	or	training2

Share	that		
is	female,	

20083Thousands Percent

Registered nurses 587 23.5 VH Associate degree 91.7

Retail salespersons 557 12.4 VL Short-term on-the-job training 51.8

Customer service representatives 545 24.8 L Moderate-term on-the-job training 68.2

Combined food preparation and serving 
workers, including fast food

452 18.1 VL Short-term on-the-job training 69.8

Office clerks, general 404 12.6 L Short-term on-the-job training 85.7

Personal and home care aides 389 50.6 VL Short-term on-the-job training 84.1

Home health aides 384 48.7 VL Short-term on-the-job training 88.2

Postsecondary teachers 382 22.9 VH Doctoral degree 48.0

Janitors and cleaners, except maids and 
housekeeping cleaners

345 14.5 VL Short-term on-the-job training 31.9

Nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants 264 18.2 L Postsecondary vocational award 88.2

Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks 264 12.5 L Moderate-term on-the-job training 92.1

Waiters and waitresses 255 10.8 VL Short-term on-the-job training 73.0

Child care workers 248 17.8 VL Short-term on-the-job training 95.5

Executive secretaries and administrative 
assistants

239 14.8 H Work experience in a related occupation 96.3

Computer software engineers, applications 226 44.6 VH Bachelor's degree 21.2

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Occupational employment projections to 2016,” Monthly Labor Review, Vol. 130, No. 11, Table 3 (http://www.bls.gov/emp/emptab3.htm) and author’s analysis 
of the Center for Economic and Policy Research Extracts of the Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group Files (ORG), 2008.

Notes: 1. The quartile rankings of Occupational Employment Statistics Survey annual wages data are presented in the following categories: VH = very high ($46,360 or more), H = high ($30,630 
to $46,300), L = low ($21,260 to $30,560), and VL = very low (up to $21,220). The rankings were based on quartiles, with one-fourth of total employment defining each quartile. Wages are for 
wage and salary workers. 2. An occupation is placed into 1 of 11 categories that best describes the postsecondary education or training needed by most workers to become fully qualified in 
that occupation. For more information about the categories, see Occupational Projections and Training Data, 2006-07 edition, Bulletin 2602 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 2006) and 
Occupational Projections and Training Data, 2008-09 edition, Bulletin 2702 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, forthcoming). 3. The ORG data combine home health aides and nursing aides into one 
category, “Nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides 31-1010,” and we use the share of that workforce for both “Home health aides” and “Nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants.”

http://www.bls.gov/emp/emptab3.htm
http://www.bls.gov/emp/emptab3.htm
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But why did women enter employment in great numbers? Was it the desire to be a 
career woman that pulled so many women into the labor force? Was it the increase 
in women remaining (or becoming) unmarried that pushed women to believe that 
they needed to be bringing in their own incomes? The answer is a little of both. 
Women are in the labor force because they need to be, but also because many want 
to work and are taking advantage of expanded opportunities.

For starters, the world changed and technology marched forward in ways that 
freed women from work inside the home and from some of the constraints of biol-
ogy. The post-World War II years saw technological improvements that reduced 
the time necessary for home production (although some research shows that this 
only upped the cleanliness standards).19 And the introduction of the pill and, more 
importantly, its increased availability for single women, gave women the opportu-
nity to invest in their education and their careers because they were able to plan 
when they would have their children.20 

At the same time, the rules changed. Even as late as the early 1970s, women were 
kept out of jobs by “marriage employment bans” or were fired upon telling their 
boss they were pregnant. Representative Carolyn Maloney of New York tells her 
story this way: In the early 1970s, when she asked her human resources office 
about its maternity leave policy, she was told there was no policy since “most 
women just leave.”21 The Civil Rights Act of 1964 made it illegal to fire a woman 
once she married and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978 made it illegal to 
fire a woman just because she was pregnant; but neither required that a women be 
granted maternity leave.

These rules didn’t change on their own. The women’s movement helped women 
pursue jobs outside the home and become economically independent, including 

As a result of the women's movement—alongside 
structural changes in the economy away from 

manufacturing toward services that disproportionately 
employ women—women fanned out into a variety of 

occupations that had hitherto been closed to them.
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in “men’s” jobs. They fought for—and won—landmark pieces of legislation that 
created real progress in reducing gender discrimination and helping millions of 
women break through the glass ceiling. As a result of their efforts—alongside 
structural changes in the economy away from manufacturing toward services that 
disproportionately employ women—women fanned out into a variety of occupa-
tions that had hitherto been closed to them.

During the 1980s, married middle-income and upper-income women rapidly 
entered the job market. This was at least partially attributable to the fact that for 
middle- and upper-income women, the career opportunities that opened up were 
more appealing than traditional female jobs. Furthermore, as women increased 

Trading places. Women are climbing the ladder on Wall Street but rarely reaching the top rungs. 
{Najlah Feanny, Corbis}
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their educational attainment, they were able to enter jobs with higher career 
paths. Economists Chinhui Juhn and Kevin Murphy confirmed through econo-
metric analysis that over the 1970s and 1980s changes in women’s wages—that 
is, increases in women’s own economic opportunities—led women into the labor 
market,22 and economists Francine Blau and Lawrence Kahn found that this 
trend continued through 2000.23 

On top of this, middle- and upper-income women’s families could afford to replace 
their household labor by employing nannies, placing their children in high-quality 
child care, or hiring other household help, which lower-income families could not 
do. Without public support for working families, lower-income families continue 
to disproportionately rely on the unpaid work of women to address the problems 
of how to care for children, the aged, or infirm. 

But it wasn’t just these wealthier, better-educated women who entered the work-
force in droves in recent decades. In the mid-1990s, policy changes also led more 
low-income women to seek employment. Welfare reform required low-income 
mothers to be employed, while other policies, such as the rise in the minimum wage, 
the expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit, the increased funding for the Child 
Care Development Block Grant, and the introduction of the State Child Health 
Insurance Program, encouraged them to do so by boosting the take-home pay of 
those working at low-wage jobs. These pieces of legislation were passed in the mid-
dle of the strongest labor market in decades—especially for low-wage work—and 
were followed by sharp increases in the employment of unmarried mothers.

Today, women are likely to work outside the home regardless of their status as 
mothers. In the early 1980s, mothers had employment rates that were about 
20 percentage points lower than non-mothers, all else equal. But the pull of chil-
dren keeping women out of the workplace has grown weaker over time, leveling off 

Without public support for working families, lower-
income families continue to disproportionately rely 

on the unpaid work of women to address the problems 
of how to care for children, the aged, or infirm. 
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in the 2000s at about 12 percentage points—just over half as large as just a few 
decades ago. This means that mothers are now about 12 percentage points less 
likely to work than nonmothers, all else equal.28

It is important to note, though, that not every woman has gone into paid 
employment and one in five families with children have a stay-at-home mother 
and breadwinner father. But even among women at home today, the overwhelm-
ing majority will work outside the home at some point in their lives.29 Still, most 
workers do not have any workplace flexibility, nearly half do not have the right 
to a paid sick day to care for an ill child or family member, and most do not have 
access to paid family leave. 

Which women work

Not all women seek to work in the same way or to the same degree over their 
working lives for obviously very different and very personal reasons. But there are 

The news today is that women make up half of all work-
ers, but it’s always been the case that some women have 
worked outside the home. The remarkable changes in 
women’s employment gloss over the reality that for some 
groups of women, becoming a breadwinner is nothing new.

African American women have historically been more 
likely than other racial and ethnic groups to work outside 
the home. In 1920, the labor force participation rate 
of black women was 38.9 percent, twice as large as any 
other racial or ethnic group except Japanese women, of 
whom 25.9 percent worked.24 But as the 20th century 
marched forward, women of all racial groups began 
working in greater numbers. By 2007, labor force partici-
pation rates had risen to nearly 60 percent in all racial 
groups of women—African Americans the highest at 

61.1 percent, white women next at 59 percent, followed 
by Asians at 58.6 percent and Hispanics at 56.5 percent.25 

A century ago, a substantial percentage of employed 
women worked as domestics in other people’s homes 
and this was fairly consistent across racial and ethnic 
groups. In 1900, among working women, about a third 
of Asians and whites and a higher share (43.5 percent) of 
African Americans held private household service jobs.26 
While many women have fanned out into a much larger 
array of occupations, recent immigrant women—mostly 
from Mexico and Central America—are now those most 
likely to do domestic labor.27 These jobs tend not only to 
have low wages, but they are often “under the table” and 
do not provide workers with the same level of unemploy-
ment and Social Security benefits as other kinds of work. 

Many	women	have	always	worked
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patterns evident among different groups of working 
women, among them of course those women who have 
always worked (see box “Many women have always 
worked”). Let’s examine several of those patterns.

Historically, married women were less likely than 
unmarried women to work outside the home, not just 
because of tradition but also due to legally sanc-
tioned discrimination by employers that kept wives 
out of the workplace. In 1963, 37 percent of wives 
were in the labor force, compared to 65.5 percent of 
unmarried women.30 Since the mid- to late 1990s, 
however, labor force participation rates for married 
women have remained relatively stable, while rising 
for unmarried women: By 2008, 70.0 percent of wives 
and 72.5 percent of unmarried women were in the 
labor force during the year. The recession may lead 
more women—especially wives—to seek employment 
in 2009 and beyond as men face high numbers of lay-
offs and have difficulty finding new jobs.31 

Mothers have typically been less likely than non-
mothers to work outside the home. Since the late 
1990s, the employment rates of unmarried mothers 
have begun to converge with those of women without 
children, but the employment rates of married moth-
ers continue to be far below that of other women.32 

Education also traditionally affects employment pat-
terns. The highest educated women have always been 
more likely than other women to work, even once they 
became mothers. In 1963, 62.2 percent of college-
educated women were in the labor force, compared 
to 46.5 percent of those with a high school degree. 
By 2008, among women with a college degree, 80.7 
percent were in the labor force, compared to 73.2 per-
cent of those with some college, 67.6 percent of those 
with a high school diploma, and 47.0 percent of those 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: What share of your family's income 
do you personally earn? 

Percent	answering	“half	or	more”

White	women	 46%

Black	women	 50%

Hispanic	women	 56%

Married	women	 46%

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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without. Highly educated women continue to have high labor-force participation 
rates even once they become mothers: 77.9 percent in 2008.33

The march toward greater employment has occurred at both ends of the age dis-
tribution. The recession is pulling older women into employment, either because 
their husbands have lost their jobs or because they are concerned about their 
retirement security. With falling home values alongside falling pension values 
and companies abdicating their responsibilities to their pensioners, many older 
women will need to work longer than in recent decades.34 We are already seeing 
this in the data as the unemployment rate among workers 55 and over is at post-
World War II historic highs.35

As more women—especially professional and upper-middle-class women—have 
taken jobs outside the home in recent decades, the need for domestic labor both 
inside the home, as well as labor reproducing what women used to do, such as 
preparing meals, has increased.36 Demand for domestic labor rose in the hal-
cyon days of the late 1990s and 2000s, but as the Great Recession works its way 
through the economy, many middle-class and professional families will no lon-
ger be able to afford this luxury and we may see changes in the labor patterns of 
recent immigrant workers.

Should all women work? 

The increase in women’s labor force participation has made it near-impossible 
to say that particular groups of women can’t work just because they’re women or 
because they have children. Even so, there have been long-simmering debates over 
whether women should work outside the home—or even if they really want to. The 

Historically, married women were less  
likely than unmarried women to work outside  
the home, not just because of tradition but also  

due to legally sanctioned discrimination by  
employers that kept wives out of the workplace. 





Accepting the new breadwinner in the house. 
Art Saxby and his wife, Linda, in their home in Cypress, 
Texas, earlier this year. Art's job was eliminated in May 
2008, making his wife the main breadwinner in the family. 
Women today are poised to surpass men on the nation's 
payrolls, holding half of jobs for the first time in American 
history. {Michael Stravato, The New York Times}
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reality is that mothers have taken up paid employment in great—
and ever rising—numbers, yet the public discourse often remains 
mired in controversy over whether mothers should work, rarely 
appreciating the ship-has-sailed reality that most simply just go to 
work each day.

Two recent examples of this kind of discourse are the debate 
over welfare reform in the mid-1990s and the opt-out debate of 
the mid-2000s. The first pitted stay-at-home poor single moth-
ers against employed mothers in blue-collar families by insisting 
that poor mothers should also be employed. The second was over 
whether professional women should stay home with their children 
and whether or not they were “opting out” in the early- to middle-
2000s. Both debates helped define the cultural divides that the 
Great Recession may well put to rest simply because more and more 
women want to work and need to work. But both debates are worth 
a quick review for what they reveal about our society today.

The federal welfare program was established in 1935 as a part of 
the Social Security Act to provide cash assistance to widowed 
mothers. At that time, the expectation was that a widow could 
not support her family on her own. Fast forward to the early 1990s 
and we enter a world where a nearly a quarter of children were 
being raised by single mothers and most married-couple families 
were struggling to figure out how to have both mom and dad in the 
labor force and make it all work at home.37 By the time President 
Clinton said in 1992 that he would “end welfare as we know it,” 
there was no longer consensus that an unmarried mother should 
receive cash assistance.

Those pushing for the end of welfare often couched their argu-
ments in ways that were designed to appeal to working middle-
income and lower-middle-income families who were struggling 
to make ends meet and facing the stresses—the “time bind,” the 

“second shift”—that accompany dual-earner families. Never mind 
that women in both types of families faced similar problems, 
among them the lack of affordable child care and low wages. 

Coping single-handedly. 
Single mothers have to care for 
their kids and provide for their 
families, making for long days 
and nights. {Morry Gash, AP}
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The rhetoric, though, had a perverse element of truth. Even though both groups 
needed assistance, only poor families could qualify for admittedly meager benefits 
and Medicaid or child care subsidies, while working families qualified for little to 
none of these kinds of benefits and were left to do it all on their own.38 Of course, 
such rhetoric was also about marshaling resentment of the poor to push social pol-
icy down to the lowest (assistance-free) common denominator rather than appeal-
ing to a more aspirational and unifying higher standard for all families.

In the end, the 1996 welfare reform package included carrots and sticks designed to 
encourage single mothers to avoid cash assistance and instead rely on their earn-
ings. But welfare reform did not address the more fundamental policy gap. Poor, 
working- and middle-class families alike are struggling to cope with the challenges 
of being unable to afford a stay-at-home parent yet are unable to afford decent 
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alternatives to pay for care for their children or ailing family members. And this 
gap leaves them with little to no workplace flexibility to give their day-to-day lives 
some much-needed sanity. Welfare reform offered some of these kinds of benefits 
to very low-income families, but the low-income cut-offs—and five-year waiting 
periods for immigrant families—mean that millions of working families are ineli-
gible, even though they cannot afford these kinds of services at market rates.39 

A decade later, this culture debate over whether women should work turned to 
the other end of the income spectrum. Was it really possible—or desirable—for a 
woman to be both a professional and a mother? A spate of news articles claimed 
that professional women were opting out of employment in favor of motherhood. 
The message from this media maelstrom was that women couldn’t be profession-
als and mothers, and what’s more, they did not want to. 

But just as with the welfare reform debates, reality did not confirm this tale. The 
overwhelming majority of professional mothers do work, more so than any other 
mothers, and there is no evidence that they were opting out in favor of motherhood.40 
There is evidence, however, that many have been pushed out by inflexible workplaces.

While the headlines were that highly educated women were choosing motherhood 
over work, the stories themselves told a tale of workplaces that were hostile toward 
working mothers and pushed them out of employment. In an analysis of the opt-out 
media maelstrom, Joan Williams, director of the Center for WorkLife Law, and her 
colleagues found that the claim that it’s the “pull of family life” rather than the push 
of inflexible jobs is not even evident in the quotes journalists took from mothers 
who left their jobs to be full-time mothers.41 Their findings are consistent with the 
research of sociologists Pamela Stone and Meg Lovejoy, who interviewed professional 
women who had left the labor force and found that nearly all—86 percent—reported 

Mothers have taken up paid employment in great—and 
ever rising—numbers, yet the public discourse often 
remains mired in controversy over whether mothers 
should work, rarely appreciating the ship-has-sailed 

reality that most simply just go to work each day.
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workplace factors such as inflexible jobs as a critical 
reason they left their jobs.42 This sounds more like 
pushed out, rather than opted out.

Just as importantly, there is absolutely no empirical 
evidence that women were increasingly not employed 
because they had children at home. The fact is that 
over the 2000s, the share of women—both mothers 
and nonmothers—and men with jobs flattened. But 
the evidence pointed toward the weak economic recov-
ery of the early 2000s leading to a lack of job gains 
among all kinds of workers—moms and nonmoms 
alike—rather than a story of mothers increasingly 
dropping out because of the pull of motherhood.43 

Quite simply, the opt-out trend was no trend at all. 
Like the debate over welfare reform, the opt-out story 
glossed over reality. Indeed, much of this hysteria 
seemed grounded in the neo-traditional romanticized 
yearnings such as those found in Judd Apatow’s movie 
comedies, where women fulfill raunchy male sexual 
desires of the post-women’s lib era while also being 
resigned to the economic status of the pre-women’s 
lib era. Or conversely, in arch-feminist overreactions 
to these same yearnings, rather than a measured 
examination of empirical trends. 

Equal opportunity, unequal outcomes

Although women may make up half of all work-
ers, they have by no means achieved equality in the 
workplace. The typical full-time, full-year woman 
worker brings home 77 cents on the dollar, compared 
to her male colleagues. And, for specific groups of 
women—such as women of color or disabled work-
ers—the gap with respect to the wages of white men 
is larger than for white women. And undocumented 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: There are  
no longer barriers to how far women  
can advance in the workplace?

Agree
50%

47%

1%

60%

38%

1%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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immigrant workers often fail to receive even minimum wage, as employment 
practices for these populations go under the radar.

Much of the gap is attributable to the fact that men and women work in differ-
ent jobs, but a significant chunk (41.1 percent!) cannot be explained by char-
acteristics of women or their jobs. Over time, the gender gap has narrowed—it 
was 59 cents on the dollar in the early 1970s—but the pace of convergence has 
slowed to a crawl in recent years.44 The most significant compression in the 
gender pay gap occurred during the 1980s, but this was because men’s wages fell, 
rather than because women’s wages rose. 

The upshot? Even though there may 
be 18 million cracks in the glass ceil-
ing, it remains firmly in place for mil-
lions of U.S. women.

Economists Francine Blau and Law-
rence Kahn do a detailed analysis 
of what accounts for the gender pay 
gap, which in their data is 20.3 per-
cent. Figure 6 shows that of that gap, 
10.5 percent can be explained by dif-
ferences between men and women in 
their work experience, which captures 
time out of the labor force for care-
giving or any other activity. Almost 
half of the gap (49.3 percent) can be 
explained by the kinds of jobs women 
and men hold in terms of industry and 
occupation, another 2.4 percent can be 
explained by race, and another 3.5 per-
cent can be explained by men’s greater 
likelihood of being in a union. When 
combined with the positive effects 
of women’s educational attainment, 
which closes the gap by 6.7 percent, 
this leaves 41.1 percent of the wage 
gap as “unexplainable.” 

Figure	6

How	women	earn	less
Breaking down the gender pay gap

Unexplained

Union status
Race

Labor force experience

Industry category

Occupational category

Educational attainment

Source: Francine Blau and Lawrence Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap: 
Have Women Gone as Far as They Can?” Academy of Management 
Perspectives, February 2007, pp. 7–23.
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3.5%
2.4%

10.5%

21.9%

27.4%

–6.7%



The New Breadwinners

The Shriver Report

The New Breadwinners
59

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

The segregation of men and women into different jobs explains the single-largest 
portion of the gender pay gap (49.3 percent). This may seem innocuous, but in real-
ity, many jobs that women have historically held by women are underpaid, relative 
to men’s jobs that require similar levels of skill. Bowling Green State University 
political scientist Ellen Frankel Paul, for example, points out that zookeepers—a 
traditionally male job—earn more than workers caring for children—a traditionally 
female job.45 It’s not that zookeepers have a much higher level of skills than child 
care workers, but that our society values these jobs differently and this is a choice 
we make. Women’s jobs have been systemically undervalued for so long, we think 
it’s natural, but in fact this is an ongoing legacy of past discrimination. 

Differences in men’s and women’s work histories explain the second largest 
chunk—10.5 percent—of the gender wage gap. It’s important to note, however, that 
the gender pay gap emerges as soon as women graduate, at a point in their lives 
when differences in work experience between them and their male colleagues should 
not play a large role in determining pay. The American Association of University 
Women examined the pay gap between college-educated men and women and found 
that a woman who goes to the same kind of school, gets the same grades, has the 
same major, takes the same kind of job with similar workplace flexibility perks, and 
has the same personal characteristics—such as marital status, race, and number 
of children—as her male colleague earns 5 percent less the first year out of school.46 
Ten years later, even if she keeps pace with the men around her, this research found 
that she’ll earn 12 percent less. This gap is not about the “choices” a woman makes, 
as the model compares men and women who have made nearly identical choices. 

How do we explain the “unexplained gap” to young women? After all, as women 
have taken their careers more seriously they have worked hard to get more edu-
cation and that is paying off in terms of narrowing the gender pay gap, even if 

A woman who goes to the same kind of school,  
gets the same grades, has the same major,  

takes the same kind of job and has the same  
personal characteristics as her male colleague  

earns 5 percent less the first year out of school.
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it hasn’t fully eliminated it. Women now are more likely than men to graduate 
from high school as well as college, even though among women ages 25 to 45, it 
remains the case that only a quarter have a college degree, and this is similar for 
men as well.47 

Then there’s the “maternal wall.” New research focuses on the role of mother-
hood in accounting for at least some—if not most—of the unexplained pay gap. 
In groundbreaking work, Cornell University sociologists Shelley Correll, Stephen 
Benard, and In Paik used a laboratory experiment to find out whether being 
a mother means being paid less, all else equal. Study participants evaluated 

Unfair outcomes. Men still earn more than women straight out of college, as the female graduates 
at this job fair in Denver will soon learn. {John Moore, Getty Images}
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application materials for a pair of job candidates that were explicitly equally 
qualified—equal levels of education and work experience at similarly ranked 
schools—but one person was identified as a parent and the other was not.48 

Their findings are astonishing: Even though the job candidates identified as moth-
ers had the same credentials as the nonmothers, they were perceived to be less 
competent, less promotable, less likely to be recommended for management, less 
likely to be recommended for hire, and had lower recommended starting salaries. 
The job candidates identified as fathers were not penalized in the same way, and 
often saw a boost. Study participants also held mothers to higher standards than 
all men and women without children by requiring a higher score on a management 
exam and significantly fewer times of being late to work before being considered 
hirable or promotable. 

This research confirms prior work on the motherhood pay penalty. Sociologists 
Michele Budig at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, and Paula England 
at Stanford University found that interruptions from work, working part time, 
and decreased seniority/experience explain no more than about one-third of 
the gap in pay between women with and without children, and that “mother-
friendly” job characteristics explained very little of the gap. They conclude that 
two-thirds of the wage gap between mothers and nonmothers must be either 
because employed mothers are less productive at work or because of discrimina-
tion against mothers.49 

What’s more, the gender pay gap accumulates over time. The Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research examined worker’s employment and earnings data 
and found that, over a 15-year period, prime-age women workers earn 38 percent 
of what men earn.50 Jessica Arons, director of the Women’s Health and Rights 

Job candidates identified as mothers were  
perceived to be less competent, less promotable,  
less likely to be recommended for management,  
less likely to be recommended for hire, and had 

lower recommended starting salaries. 
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program at the Center for American Progress, summed up the cumulative impact 
of the gender pay gap over a 40-year period—the “career wage gap”—and found 
that women lose an average of $434,000 in income. The pay gap accumulates for 
a variety of reasons, but chief among them are that pay raises are typically given 
as a percent of current salary, leaving women further behind each year, and an 
employer will typically ask a job applicant for a salary history when determining 
his or her starting salary, which limits women’s upward mobility.51

But the pay gap is not entirely the fault of employers. Women make decisions 
that have an impact on how much they earn. The kinds of jobs women seek and 
what kinds of educational credentials they acquire affect future earnings. One 
study found that 95 percent of the gender differential in starting salaries can be 
explained by differences in college majors, with women continuing to be more 
likely to major in humanities.52 

Even so, within occupations, women are typically paid less than their male col-
leagues.53 And, at least some of the wage gap between men and women, and 
between mothers and nonmothers, is attributable to women taking on greater 
parenting responsibilities and working fewer hours. Women are more than twice 
as likely as men to be employed part time and since few jobs offer part-time work, 
the part-time jobs available tend to pay less than comparable full-time jobs.54 
But the reality is that this cannot fully explain the gap in pay. 

And if time away from employment for caregiving is important to explaining 
the gender pay gap, how do we as a society intend to deal with the new reality of 
working women? As more women work, more families do not have a stay-at-home 
caretaker, which means that both men and women workers are now more likely to 
balance a job with care responsibilities—either for a child or for an elderly or ill 
family member—and more are concerned about caregiver discrimination. 

The pay gap accumulates for a variety of  
reasons, but chief among them are that pay raises  
are typically given as a percent of current salary, 

leaving women further behind each year.
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Takin’ it to the max

One way, of course, is for families to keep on doing what they’re doing. But is there 
a limit to how many hours women and men can put into the paid labor force and 
still maintain some sanity at home? 

Women have gone to work in greater numbers, even as the world they worked 
in and lived in didn’t change. The typical middle-class family puts in 568 more 
hours at work each year compared to the late 1970s,55 which leaves less time to 
spend with children, clean the house, make a home-cooked meal, or plan a vaca-
tion. No wonder so many families report feeling stressed. And the recession only 
makes this worse as families increasingly worry about job losses or hour or wage 
cuts, on top of everything else.56 

Inside the home, men continue to do less (usually much less) of the housework 
and care work than their wives—even though the number of hours they devote to 

Lilly ledbetter.  
Lilly Ledbetter, a former Ala-
bama Goodyear Tire & Rubber 
Co. worker who sued for wage 
discrimination, speaks during a 
news conference on Capitol Hill 
in Washington. Congress sent the 
White House its first legislation in 
Barack Obama's presidency, a bill 
that now allows women to sue 
retroactively for pay and other 
workplace discrimination that 
occurred years, even decades, in 
the past. {Susan Walsh, AP}
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work around the house has risen—and many businesses continue to act as though 
every worker has a stay-at-home spouse who can cope with all of life’s little (and 
big) emergencies. Yet remarkably, amid this rising double duty mothers have not 
reduced their hours of parenting. Between 1985 and 2000, mothers spent an aver-
age of four more hours at a paid job and five more hours parenting. Mothers are 
spending less time on housework, volunteering, and on themselves. Fathers also 
are spending more time with their children: While fathers spent two more hours 
at their job, they spent four more hours parenting.57 

Many families, especially those in lower-paid employment, have turned to “tag-
team parenting” to make it all work. Parents work alternate shifts so that some-
one can always be home with the children. Lower-income families are more likely 
than higher-income families to have this kind of schedule. Some of it is driven 
by the kinds of jobs they have available to them—shift work is far less common 
among middle-class or professional jobs than in manufacturing and retail—and 
some of it is a way to keep child care costs low and care for their children them-
selves. And some professionals, such as academics or consultants, also “tag team,” 
often for the very same reasons.58 

But there may be a limit to how much more women can—or will be able to—work 
outside the home. Most important, the United States does not have a well-devel-
oped basket of policies to help families who have no one at home to provide care. 
And these are not just challenges for women. The 2008 National Study of the 
Changing Workforce reports that the majority of fathers (59 percent) in dual-
earner couples report experiencing “some or a lot” of work/family conflict, as do 
45 percent of mothers.59 Clearly, we need to find a new way of addressing how 
families provide care.

Where do we go from here?

As men lose their jobs with frightening frequency amid the recession, women’s 
employment is even more important to family well-being—in millions of 
families, women are now the “primary breadwinner.” Recognizing this is the 
key piece to understanding how this social transformation is affecting nearly 
every aspect of our lives—from how we work to how we play to how we care 
for one another. Understanding that as women have gone to work, everything 
has changed is the first step. Identifying what we need to do to reshape the 
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institutions around us is the next step. Then we can begin to take the necessary 
actions to readjust our policies and practices.

The policy implications vary from issue to issue, but the conclusions are clear: 
We need to rethink our assumptions about families and about work and focus our 
policies—at all levels—to address this new reality. Clearly, we aren’t going back to 
a time when women were available full time to be their families’ unpaid caretakers, 
so we need to find another way forward.
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We will have a woman’s nation when women and men have equal 

opportunity to develop and use their skills and talents and equal 

responsibility to rear the next generation and sustain all generations. 

In such a nation, a newborn girl would have the same chances in life 

as a newborn boy—the same opportunity to strive to leave their 

mark on our collective human society and identity—by discovering 

a star, building a bridge, writing a play.

Too many women today still do not have these opportunities. 

Women still do the lion’s share of the care for children and for 

adults. Women have subsidized the economy and subsidized the 

government for far too long. How? Well, for one, women’s unpaid 

labor keeps families humming and keeps state budgets down. 

If women were not providing child care and long-term care to 

elderly family members at home then taxes and public spending 

would be much higher. 

In the paid economy, women’s lower wages keep profits high, too. 

Women earn less than men and women’s jobs pay less than compa-

rable men’s jobs. If women were paid what they were worth, some 

of those profits would be redirected to women. Let’s face it: Business 

owners and political leaders have been getting a free ride on the backs 

of women, taking advantage of their unpaid and underpaid labor.

In my view this is what the women’s movement is all about—stop-

ping the free ride and getting women their due by unleashing their 

talents, honing their skills, and enabling them to contribute to soci-

ety far beyond their families. 

When Will We Know? 
By Heidi Hartmann, president, Institute for Women’s Policy Research
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Women have been voting with their feet, moving away from the 

family and into the marketplace. It is not that women do not 

want to raise children and nurture families. Of course they do. The 

human goal is about raising and providing for future generations 

and building a better place for all of us. But the reality is women 

today spend less time married, less time rearing children, and more 

time getting educations and job skills—more time working than 

earlier generations of women did. 

They do so because women want more opportunities to contribute 

to the human endeavor in their wider communities and because, 

like men, many need to support themselves and their families. 

Women also want men to take more responsibility in the family 

arena, to share in the responsibility and joy of, for example, raising 

the next Einstein or Curie. So we will have a woman’s nation when:

• Women have an equal share of the leadership positions in society: 

in business, in government, in religion, in the military, in the non-

profit sector

• Men take an equal amount of time away from paid work to par-

ticipate in hands-on care of family members

• Our laws, public policies, and social institutions make it possible 

for women and men to move readily between these two realms

Only then we will have a nation built on the principle that the 

work women have done for millennia is every bit as important to 

the survival and advancement of the human race as the work men 

have done.

This is the path our nation is on. This is the path that will provide 

more joy, more health, and more accomplishment to girls and boys, 

women and men, mothers and fathers, and their mothers and fathers. 

We will have a woman’s 

nation when women 

and men have equal 

opportunity to develop 

and use their skills 

and talents and equal 

responsibility to rear 

the next generation and 

sustain all generations. 
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What would a “wise Latina” think of “A Woman’s Nation Changes 

Everything”? Since I couldn’t get ahold of Justice Sotomayor,  

here’s my perspective.

As a Latina, I am not surprised America has become a woman’s 

nation. As far as I am concerned, we have been a woman’s nation for 

a long time. Like many Latino families in this country led by single 

women, my family was no different. My mother was a single mom 

with three kids who worked full time. Same with my grandmother, 

who always said she had two full-time jobs—one at the office and 

one at home. Most of my friends growing up were the products of 

working mothers.

Recognizing we are a woman’s nation offers a tremendous oppor-

tunity to embrace a new outlook on what women can bring to 

decision making and problem solving. The reality is that women 

solve problems differently. I joke all the time that with $20, Latinas 

can cook rice and beans for the entire block, take the kids to the 

movies at the local community center, get the tires fixed for free 

by one of their cousins down the street, get their hair done by their 

sister—and still have change left over. Latinas could be the perfect 

candidates to balance our nation’s budget! 

The differences I envision are that traditional roles are transformed 

and that the way women exercise leadership is nurtured and val-

ued. In the book Why Women Mean Business, authors Aviva Wit-

tenberg-Cox, CEO of consultancy 20-First, and former Financial 

That’s Right, Women Are Wiser
By Giovanna Negretti, founding executive director of Oíste, a non-profit organization 
dedicated to advancing the political, social, and economic standing of Latinos and Latinas
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Times journalist Alison Maitland, an independent journalist and 

commentator, suggest that companies led by women or those that 

recognize the work-life realities faced by men and women today 

do better financially. But all institutions must be at the forefront 

of this critical reconfiguration. 

Knowing that 50 percent of the workforce is women should drive 

home this message. Yet challenges still exist. Women are still under-

paid, and are not seen enough in board rooms or in politics. Further-

more, the notion of a woman’s nation raises expectations and gives 

room for what I like to call the “Sarah Palin complex,” where women 

can (and should) be everything for everyone: attractive, outspoken, 

professional, sexy, sporty, and love to cook and watch soccer. 

The reality, however, is that work-life balances are difficult, if not 

impossible. They create lots of stress for women and families. Amer-

ica needs to renegotiate its values to accommodate a new reality 

where a woman’s way of exercising leadership paves the way to a 

better society. 

There is hope, of course. At a press conference recently during the 

Louis Gates ordeal in Cambridge, Massachusetts, one of the Latino 

officers scheduled to be at the conference could not attend because 

he had child care duty. Hmm. Priority on family. What a wise Latino. 

Recognizing we are 

a woman’s nation 

offers a tremendous 

opportunity to embrace 

a new outlook on what 

women can bring to 

decision making and 

problem solving.
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Four decades ago, President Richard Nixon famously declared that universal 
child care would have “family-weakening implications” that “would com-
mit the vast moral authority of the federal government to the side of com-

munal approaches to child rearing over the family-centered approach.”1 Wielding 
his veto pen, he blocked what became the last best chance for decades for the fed-
eral government to support working moms and dads trying to raise their children 
and earn a living at the same time.

Back in the early 1970s, Nixon and Congress looked at the 52 percent of so-called 
“traditional” families in the country (families with children still at home consist-
ing of a married couple in which only the husband works outside the home) and 
saw decidedly different social and economic forces at work.2 As women entered 
the workforce in droves during the 1970s, the number of “traditional” families 
immediately began to plummet—by 1975, it was already down to 45 percent of 
families with children. 

Today, there’s no mistaking the trend—only 21 percent of families with children 
at home are “traditional” families.3 How do the other 79 percent of families 
working and raising children—the so-called “juggler families”—handle child 
care? How do these families cope with sick children and relatives or elderly par-
ents in need of care? 

Government

Family Friendly 
for All Families

Workers and caregivers need government 
policies that reflect today’s realities

By Ann O'Leary and Karen Kornbluh
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Well, ask just about any mom or dad 
and they will tell you they mix and 
match caring and earning as best they 
can in workplaces designed decades 
ago around a worker who relied on 
a full-time homemaker to care for 
the young and the infirm and had no 
responsibility for caring for family 
members. This is no way to run an 
economy and to care for the next gen-
eration of Americans and those who 
built what our country is today.

Political leaders talk about “family 
values,” but too often real reforms are 
set aside when it comes time to draw 
up the federal budget or do the heavy 
legislative lifting to ensure that women 
and men can raise their children, care 
for their elders, and continue to earn 
the incomes they need to survive and 
thrive in today’s economy. Women, of 
course, are no longer the sole provid-
ers of care for the family, just as men 
are no longer the sole providers of the 
family income. Yet the federal govern-
ment has not updated its policies to aid 
families in navigating this new reality. 

Too many of our government poli-
cies—from our basic labor standards to 
our social insurance system—are still 
rooted in the fundamental assumption 
that families typically rely on a single 
breadwinner and that there is someone 
available to care for the young, the aged, 
and the infirm while the breadwin-
ner is at work. But now that there are 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Economic News Release: Table 4. 
Families with own children: Employment status of parents by age 
of youngest child and family type, 2007-08 annual averages; Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, Indicator 18: Parent's Employment, Employment 
status of parents with own children under 18 years old, by type of 
family: 1975 to 1993.

Figure	1

Then	and	now
Changes in family structure and work, 
families with children under age 18, 
1975 and 2008

Married, traditional (only husband employed)

Married, dual earner

Married, both parents unemployed

Married, nontraditional (only wife employed)

Single parent, employed

Single parent, unemployed

1975 2008

20.7%

44.7%

43.5%

31.1%

3.8%

3.0%
22.1%

8.8%

7.8%7.3%

2.1%

5.1%
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decidedly fewer “traditional families” and women comprise half of the workers on 
U.S. payrolls, we need to reevaluate the values and assumptions underlying our 
nation’s workplace policies to ensure that they reflect the actual—not outdated or 
imagined—ways that families work and care today. 

Up until now, government policymakers focused on supporting women’s entry into 
a male-oriented workforce on par with men—a workplace where policies on hours, 
pay, benefits, and leave time were designed around male breadwinners with pre-
sumably no family caregiving responsibilities. Seeking equal opportunity in this 
workplace was critical, of course. Women could have never become half of all work-
ers and entered previously male-dominated professions without Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibited sex discrimination in employment, and 
was amended by the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978 to ensure that a woman 
couldn’t be fired simply because she was having a child. And while women still have 
a long way to go to receive equal pay for equal work, the Equal Pay Act of 1963 cer-
tainly helped narrow the wage gap and increase women’s economic stability.

But allowing women to play by the same rules as the single male breadwinner 
worker of yore is not enough. Too many workers—especially women and low-wage 
workers—today simply cannot work in the way the breadwinner once worked with 
a steady job and lifelong marriage with a wife at home. Today, not only are half of 
all U.S. workers female, but our families are no longer static. The marriage rate 
is currently at the lowest point in its recorded history.4 And while the divorce rate 
is down, it is still significant.5 More than one in three families with children is 
headed by a single parent.6 There are approximately 770,000 same-sex couples 
living in the United States, 20 percent of whom are raising children.7 Yet there has 
been limited action at the federal level to update our workplace policies or create 
new policies to help working parents and their varied families—and not for lack of 
debate (see box “Plenty of study, few results”). 

Nearly all of our government policies—from our basic 
labor standards to our social insurance system—are 

still rooted in the fundamental assumption that 
families typically rely on a single breadwinner. 
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A variety of federal commissions and conferences have 
supported efforts to encourage family-friendly work-
place reforms, but with very little success in achieving 
new family-friendly benefits needed by today’s workers.  
Cases in point: 

• In 1963, President John F. Kennedy’s Commission 
on the Status of Women delivered its report to the 
president. The report recommended that the federal 
government take the lead in creating legislation to 
establish cash maternity benefits for women when 
they were pregnant; that federal, state, and local gov-
ernments partner to provide child care services with 
a priority for children of employed women; and that 
states help workers limit their hours at work by extend-
ing to men the state laws limiting the maximum hours 
employers could require women to work.8 We still have 
no national policy of paid maternity or family leave 
and maximum-hour laws were never extended to all 
workers. Federal support for child care has been largely 
limited to low-income families.

• In 1980, delegates to President Jimmy Carter’s White 
House Conference on Families called for “flextime, 
job-sharing programs, flexible leave policies for both 
sexes, part-time jobs with prorated pay and benefits, 
and dependent care options, including child care 
centers.”9 None of the flexibility options put forward 
by President Carter’s commission was seriously con-
sidered by Congress or the Carter administration and 
a new push for universal child care fell apart in Con-
gress during Carter’s presidency.10

• In 1986, the White House Working Group on Families 
recommended to President Ronald Reagan that “with-
out creating new entitlement programs, the federal 
government can assist parents with their child care 
needs by encouraging and endorsing employer efforts 
to adopt family-oriented policies which provide for 
flexibility in the workplace.”11 The Reagan administra-
tion spent the 1980s fighting Congressional efforts to 
pass federally funded child care and family leave and 
offered no legislation or executive action to “encourage 
or endorse employer efforts to promote flexibility.”12

• And in 1991, the congressionally mandated bipartisan 
National Commission on Children recommended that 

“government and all private sector employers adopt 
family-oriented policies and practices—including fam-
ily and medical leave policies, flexible work scheduling, 
and career sequencing—to enable employed mothers 
and fathers to meet their work and family responsibili-
ties [and] government, communities and employers 
continue to improve the availability, affordability, and 
quality of child care services for all children and fami-
lies that need them.”13 Congress passed and President 
Bill Clinton signed the Family and Medical Leave Act 
in 1993, but it offered only unpaid leave to about half 
of workers in the United States.14 Child care funding 
increased, but again was limited almost entirely to 
lower-income families. And no serious effort was made 
to get private-sector employers to offer flexible work 
schedules and career sequencing. 

Thus time and again we have heard the right words, but 
we have seen very limited action.

Plenty	of	study,	few	results
Real family-friendly workplace reform is long overdue
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The notable exception is the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, but even it 
only allows 12 weeks of unpaid job-protected family or medical leave to approxi-
mately half of all workers in the United States.15 Our federal government does not 
require employers to offer a minimum number of paid days off. Nor does it require 
or even incentivize employers to provide flexible work arrangements. Our child 
care assistance is mostly aimed at the poor and even that assistance reaches too 
few families.16 Both our basic labor standards and our social insurance system are 
still based on supporting “traditional” workers and families and so do not accord 
protection to workers who must cut back on work to care for family members. 

Tackling these challenges isn’t going to be easy. For some, acknowledging that most 
women work challenges deeply held beliefs about what it means to be family and 
the “appropriate” roles for men and women. In a recent congressional debate over 
whether the federal government should provide paid parental leave to all new par-
ents, Representative Darrell Issa (R-CA) implied that men do not need additional 
paid time off for family leave and that only mothers do immediately after the birth 
of a child,17 even though fathers report that they want to spend more time with 
their children and that they are experiencing high levels of work-family conflict.18 

This report demonstrates that women becoming half of all workers and moth-
ers becoming breadwinners is not a woman’s issue—it’s an issue that affects our 
entire society. This chapter suggests that a fruitful way for government to address 
this new economic and social reality would be to reform our existing laws by:

• Updating our basic labor standards to include family-friendly employee benefits

• Reforming our anti-discrimination laws so that employers cannot discriminate 
against or disproportionately exclude women when offering workplace benefits

• Updating our social insurance system to the reality of varied families and new 
family responsibilities, including the need for paid family leave and social secu-
rity retirement benefits that take into account time spent out of the workforce 
caring for children and other relatives

• Increasing support to families for child care, early education, and elder care to 
help working parents cope with their dual responsibilities
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Updating these government policies so that they account for the reality of the 
overwhelming majority of today’s workers and families is the challenge we 
address in the pages that follow. 

Needed: Family time 
Helping employers provide 21st-century family-friendly benefits

The United States is the only industrialized country without any requirement 
that employers provide paid family leave and without nationwide government-
sponsored paid family leave. The U.S. government offers no federal subsidy for 
employers who provide family and medical leave—unlike existing government tax 
subsidies for employer-provided health care and pension savings programs.19 As a 
result, 74 percent of all civilian workers have access to health benefits and 71 per-
cent have access to retirement benefits, but only 9 percent of all civilian workers 
have access to dedicated paid family leave.20 

Pregnancy leave. All women should have it. {Haraz N. Ghanbari, AP}
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To a limited degree, the government has used the tax code to incentivize employ-
ers to provide assistance to employees for child care expenses and information, 
but these provisions do not come close to reaching the levels of support needed 
(the government also uses the tax code and subsidies to provide child care support 
directly to families, which we discuss below). The tax code allows employees to 
pay for health and dependent care expenses using pre-tax dollars if their employ-
ers offer Flexible Spending Accounts, but this allows working families to set aside 
only up to $5,000 per year for dependent care expenses.21 This benefit is limited 
to workers whose employers choose to participate and it is worth far more to 
families at higher income levels. In 2006, only 30 percent of families had access to 
dependent care savings accounts. 22 And only 2 to 6 percent of all eligible employ-
ees are using flexible spending accounts to defray child care costs.23 

Similarly, in 2001 the government began providing a federal employer tax credit 
for employers who either provide on-site child care, contribute to off-site care 
for their employees, or pay for resource and referral services that help employees 
locate quality child care in their community.24 Despite this incentive, employers 
have not increased the child care subsidies or services offered to employees. From 
2000 to 2008, the provision of assistance to employees for either on-site or off-
site child care remained at 6 percent of all employees in the United States, and 
there has been a slight decrease in the provision of child care resource and referral 
services from 13.8 percent in June 2000 to 11 percent of employees in the United 
States receiving such support.25 

In addition, the major government subsidized benefits—health care and pen-
sions—disadvantage workers who take part-time or temp jobs or who start their 
own businesses so that they can pick up their kids from child care or have the 
flexibility to care for an aging parent. They often sacrifice employer-provided 
health and pension coverage—and the tax subsidy—as well. This is a seldom-
mentioned argument for health care and pension reform.

The United States is the only industrialized  
country without any requirement that  
employers provide paid family leave. 
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To date, however, the federal government has failed to make a serious investment to 
encourage employers to offer new or update existing employee benefits to keep up 
with the changing face of the American worker and the American family structure.

Require employers to offer employer-sponsored benefits equally  
to all workers

Instead of providing incentives to employers to offer updated benefits aligned with 
the needs of today’s families, the government has focused its effort on ensuring 
that all workers have “equal access” to the benefits that are provided by employers. 
The groundbreaking Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is a central part of 
this story. Title VII made it unlawful for employers with more than 15 employees 

“to discriminate against any individual with respect to his compensation, terms, 
conditions, or privileges of employment, because of such individual’s…sex.”26 

This is obviously important. Title VII is used today as a tool to combat discrimi-
nation against pregnant women and against men and women who are denied 
access to employment benefits because of gender stereotypes associated with 
caregiving. But Title VII is an extremely limited tool in helping employees take the 
leave and receive the flexibility they need to mix work with pregnancy or mix and 
match work and family responsibilities. 

The reason: The law does not require employers to adjust to an employee’s preg-
nancy or caregiving needs. Rather, it requires employers to offer benefits to all 
employees on the same terms, even if those benefits were not designed with preg-
nancy or caregiving in mind.

One major set of employer benefits voluntarily offered by some employers today 
is paid leave benefits—sick leave, vacation leave, holidays, disability leave, and 
family leave. Paid sick leave and disability benefits were traditionally offered by 
employers to provide a level of security for breadwinners and their families if the 
breadwinner was temporarily ill or disabled. Vacation and holiday pay were offered 
to provide workers with a period of restoration and revitalization. Because there is 
no federal requirement that employers offer vacation, sick, or holiday leave, paid or 
unpaid, access to paid time off is widely unequal across groups of workers.27 

This means that the needs of women workers—whether for pregnancy or for 
family responsibilities—have to fit into leave benefits that were previously 
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designed to serve male breadwinners. Because only 9 percent of all employees 
have access to dedicated paid family leave, the vast majority of workers have to 
fit their family leave needs into a patchwork of sick and vacation leave, where 
an employer offers the time and allows it to be used for this purpose, and then 
forfeit the true purposes of those days off, for healing or relaxing. Pregnant work-
ers often have to take either disability or sick leave if their employer offers it 
in order to receive pay while on leave to give birth. Male workers who now have 
more caregiving responsibilities than ever before face the same inflexible access 
to employer-provided leave benefits. 

This access to existing leave benefits may be equal but it is outdated, for it fails to 
match benefits with workers’ new roles in the family or our society. Let’s consider 
the limitations of the law with regard to pregnancy and caregiving.

Pregnancy leave

Upon passage and implementation of Title VII, one of the first questions for preg-
nant women in the workplace was whether private employers violated Title VII 
if they offered health insurance or disability leave that did not include pregnancy. 
Early on, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission took the position that 
excluding maternity coverage was not discrimination.28 But in the 1970s the 
EEOC reversed course.29

The Supreme Court, however, in 1976 ruled in Gilbert v. General Electric Co. that an 
employer’s disability plan covering nonwork-related disabilities was not in viola-
tion of Title VII’s prohibition against sex discrimination just because it did not 
cover disabilities arising from pregnancy.30 Congress swiftly reacted, passing the 
Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978, which amended Title VII to clarify that 
the prohibition against sex discrimination in private employment included a pro-
hibition against discrimination on the basis of pregnancy, childbirth, or related 
medical conditions.

Male workers who now have more caregiving 
responsibilities than ever before face the same 

inflexible access to employer-provided leave benefits. 
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The Pregnancy Discrimination Act had a tremendous impact on professional 
women employed in workplaces that already had disability or robust sick-leave 
policies on the book. The PDA meant these women would have equal access to 
those policies for the purposes of pregnancy and childbirth. But if a worker’s 
employer did not offer disability or sick-leave benefits to any workers, then the 
PDA would not help them gain access to these benefits. Thus, the new law dispro-
portionately benefited workers in high-waged occupations. 

For women with a college education or more, access to paid maternity leave rose 
from 14 percent in 1961 to 59 percent in 1981 after the passage of the PDA and 
continued to climb, settling at 60 percent in 2003, the last year for which complete 
data are available. Women with less than a high school diploma, however, experi-
enced only a 3 percentage point increase in access to paid maternity leave over that 
same period, from 19 percent in 1961 to 22 percent in 2003 (see Figure 2).31 One of 
the only reasons that less-educated workers have any access to pregnancy leave is 
because labor unions historically and continuously have negotiated for such leave 
in collective bargaining agreements covering low-wage workers. 

Most Americans believe it is illegal today for employers to fire a pregnant 
worker, but that is not the case. Unfortunately, there are many lawful reasons an 

Note: Paid leave includes all paid maternity, sick, and vacation leave and other paid leave used before the birth and up to 12 weeks after the birth.

Source: 1961–1965 to 1971–1975: Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P23-165 (Work and Family Patterns of American 
Women), Table B-9; 1981–1985 to 1991–1995: P70-79 (Maternity Leave and Employment Patterns: 1961–1995), Figure 4; and 2001–2003: Survey of 
Income and Program Participation, 2004 Panel, Wave 2.

Figure	2

Want	paid	maternity	leave?	Then	get	an	education	or	join	a	union
Percentage of women who received paid leave before or after their first birth by 
educational attainment: Selected years, 1961–1965 to 2001–2003

1961–1965 1971–1975 1981–1985 1991–1995 2001–2003

Less than high school

High school graduate

Some college

Bachelor's degree or higher

19
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40

63
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employer in the United States can fire a pregnant worker and these reasons often 
disproportionately harm lower-wage workers. First, employers with fewer than 15 
employees are not covered by Title VII and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act and 
are therefore under no obligation to treat all workers equally. This means 15 per-
cent of the workforce is automatically excluded.32 

Second, a number of federal courts have interpreted the PDA to mean that 
employers that do not allow workers any leave or extremely limited leave to 
recover from an illness or a disability are under no obligation to provide leave to 
pregnant workers.33 This prohibition mainly affects low-wage workers who work 
for companies that offer no or limited leave to their employees for any reason. 
Nearly 80 percent of private-sector workers in the lowest quartile have no access 
to short-term paid disability leave; two-thirds have no access to paid sick days 
and nearly half receive no paid vacation days.34 With no access to leave, women 
who by necessity must be away from work to give birth may lose their jobs.

Third, if a pregnant worker is told by her doctor that she should not lift heavy 
weights or needs to stay off her feet in order to avoid negative health conse-
quences for herself or her baby, then her employer is under no obligation to 
transfer her to work to accommodate these restrictions. Instead, the employer 
can legally fire the pregnant worker. Sound heartless and improbable? Tell that to 
Amanda Reeves, a truck driver who asked to be switched to light-duty work upon 
instruction of her physician, only to find that her employer’s policy of giving light-
duty assignments only to workers injured on the job didn’t violate the Pregnancy 
Discrimination Act.35 

Finally, women who are pregnant or on maternity leave certainly have no greater 
right to keep their jobs when layoffs occur, although if they are targeted because 
they are pregnant or on maternity leave that is unlawful.36 In recent recessions, 
claims of pregnancy discrimination have consistently gone up, meaning women 
are filing claims at a greater rate, suggesting that they are being fired because 

Most Americans believe it is illegal  
today for employers to fire a pregnant  

worker, but that is not the case. 



Well, I’m pretty sure it took two people 

to make each one of those kids so 

it’s interesting to me to hear all this 

progress we’ve made and yet child care 

remains a uniquely female issue.

Heidi in Silicon Valley
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they are pregnant. These women aren’t just imagin-
ing discrimination—the percentage of these cases to 
be found to have merit remains at approximately 50 
percent during highs and lows—so more women are 
found to have valid pregnancy discrimination claims 
in recessions than at other times.37

For women breadwinners, these gaps in the coverage 
of the Pregnancy Discrimination Act leave them vul-
nerable in a way that male breadwinners never were 
and never will be.

Protecting those with family responsibilities 

Title VII also is used to combat workplace policies 
that treat men and women differently based on their 
marital status or their status as a parent or care-
giver. In fact, the first Title VII case ever to reach 
the Supreme Court was a case in which a woman 
was denied a job because the employer had a blanket 
policy that women (but not men) with preschool-
age children were prohibited from applying.38 The 
Supreme Court ruled that such a policy was illegal, 
opening up the doors for women with children who 
were faced with such blatant and stark prohibitions 
against their participation in work.

The use of Title VII to combat caregiver discrimina-
tion in more subtle forms has increased in recent 
years because of the work of Joan Williams at the 
Center for WorkLife Law. Williams coined the 
phrase “family responsibility discrimination” to 
describe differential treatment of men or women 
because of their caregiving responsibilities for chil-
dren, elderly parents, or sick relatives. In 2007, the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission issued 
guidance to employers on caregiver discrimination39 
that focused on the prohibition against gender ste-
reotypes related to caregiving.

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Has there ever been a time when  
you wanted to take time off from work 
to care for your child or elderly parents  
but were unable to do so?

Percent	answering	“yes”

To	care	for	child
42%

27%

36%

18%

Women Men

To	care	for	Parent

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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But using Title VII, including the Pregnancy Discrimination Act, to create poli-
cies to aid workers in combining work and family responsibilities has serious 
limitations. Equal protection laws are only as good as the nature and quantity of 
benefits the employer provides to other workers. Too often, most low- and many 
moderate-wage workers cannot access even the minimum benefits provided to 
more highly paid workers—paid sick days and paid maternity leave, for example.

Setting a minimum floor for employer-sponsored family leave

Congress passed the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 in response to the fail-
ures of the Pregnancy Discrimination Act to provide full protection to pregnant 
workers and the inability of both men and women to access needed leave for family 
responsibilities.40 Congress recognized at the time that providing access to equitable 
employment benefits was not enough to ensure that workers had the right to take 
leave from their jobs for the birth or adoption of a new child, family caregiving, or 
even one’s own ill health. This was an important step by Congress, but as we’ll dem-
onstrate, more is needed to provide economic security to dual-income, dual-caregiv-
ing parents or single parents—especially in low- and middle-income families.

Caregiving for veterans 
could be a career. Tracy Keil and 
her husband, Matt, at home in Parker, 
Colorado. Staff Sgt. Keil was shot in 
the neck while on patrol in Ramadi, 
Iraq, and rendered a quadriplegic. 
While there is no program in place 
to pay family caregivers of wounded 
soldiers, the Family and Medical 
Leave Act was expanded in 2008 to 
provide greater job-protected leave 
for military family members.  
{Kevin Moloney, The New York Times}
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The Family and Medical Leave Act amended the Fair Labor Standards Act to 
guarantee unpaid leave for at least some workers, regardless of gender, to care 
for family or medical needs. FMLA provides qualified employees with the right to 
take up to 12 weeks each year of job-protected unpaid leave for the birth or care of 
the employee’s child, care of an immediate family member with a serious health 
condition, or for an employee’s own serious health condition.41 

This law was the first of its kind—a law providing accommodation to workers 
based on the real needs of workers as caregivers regardless of gender. Thanks 
to FMLA, millions of workers now have legal protections ensuring that they no 
longer have to fear losing their jobs and employer-provided health insurance 
during family or medical leave. A low-wage pregnant woman who is covered by 
FMLA but cannot afford to take 12 weeks of leave can at least be assured that if 
she needs to take leave from work to give birth, she will still have her job when 
she is able to return.42 The same can be said of a man or woman who needs time 
away to care for a seriously ill family member.

While applicable only to employers with 50 or more employees, an increasing 
number of employers not covered by FMLA have changed their practices to pro-
vide family and medical leave to their employees.43 What’s more, the new law 
provides guaranteed unpaid leave to men who wish to take paternity leave, a job 
benefit often not provided to men prior to the passage of FMLA.44

Despite these positive changes, about half of all workers are not covered by FMLA 
because they work for a small business with fewer than 50 employees, haven’t 
worked for their employer for a year, or haven’t worked enough hours to qualify 
for protection under the act.45 These exemptions disproportionately exclude low-
wage and younger workers who are less likely to remain employed by the same 
employer for a year, who are more likely to work for a small business, and who are 
more likely to work part time.46 

Thanks to FMLA, millions of workers now have  
legal protections ensuring that they no longer  

have to fear losing their jobs and employer-provided 
health insurance during family or medical leave.
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But the biggest problem, of course, is that any leave granted under FMLA is unpaid, 
which means many workers cannot afford to take advantage of it because they 
cannot afford the loss of family income. In practice, the law favors families with 
one parent who makes less money (still more often the woman) providing care 
while the other higher-paid parent continues to support the family at work.

FMLA was a step in the right direction, but workers in our country today have 
extremely limited protections against the day-to-day stresses and strains of com-
bining work with family care. 

Needed: Flexibility and compensation
Workers’ time and overtime should reflect caregiving needs

Our federal and state labor-law requirements on employers’ ability to dictate their 
employees’ working hours have not been updated to allow workers to effectively 
combine work and care. Many Americans may presume that workers are protected 
from being overworked by their employers because of 40-hour workweeks and 
overtime pay requirements. The Fair Labor Standards Act requires employers to 
pay covered workers one and a half times their regular pay for hours worked in 
excess of 40 hours,47 but the law does not put an actual limit on the number of 
hours an employer can require an employee to work. Nor does it prohibit manda-
tory overtime or unpredictable, constantly changing workplace schedules. 

To be sure, premium pay for overtime provides greater economic security to work-
ers able to work overtime, but even the existing requirement leaves out many 
workers. First, the law excludes a disproportionate number of women of color 
who provide care to the “aged or infirm” or who work as a live-in domestic work-
ers.48 Second, salaried workers are exempt from the overtime provisions and, in 
2004, federal regulatory changes greatly expanded the definition of “executive, 
administrative, and professional” workers. At the time, analysts estimated this 

Americans are not protected from being  
overworked by their employers because of 40-hour 

workweeks and overtime pay requirements.
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redefinition would remove an added 8 million workers (about 6 percent of the total 
employed workforce) from eligibility for overtime pay.49 

The upshot: While they do provide some added economic security, our wage and 
hour laws leave workers with little control over how many hours they can be 
required to work and when they can be required to put in those hours. 

In addition, mandatory overtime is a problem for workers with family responsi-
bilities, particularly for registered nurses (92 percent of whom are women), and, 
more recently, for state and local government workers (more than 50 percent 

Overworked, underpaid. Hospitals often require the nurses they employ to work mandatory overtime—
never mind whether those workers have caregiving responsibilities at home. {Ed Kashi, Aurora}
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of whom are women).50 Registered nurses are in short supply, which prompts 
employers to require the nurses they employ to work mandatory overtime—never 
mind whether these workers have caregiving responsibilities at home.51 

Similarly, state and local governments today are instituting widespread hiring 
freezes to cope with falling tax revenues due to the Great Recession and falling 
real estate values, which means existing workers are being required to make up 
the work through mandatory overtime.52 Labor unions have had some success in 
passing state laws (12 to date) restricting mandatory overtime for nurses, and bills 
continue to be introduced in Congress to address the impact on the nursing profes-
sion, but there has been no broader push for restrictions on mandatory (and often 
unscheduled) overtime for government employees or private-sector workers.53 

The Fair Labor Standards Act also does not address flexible, predictable work 
schedules. The law currently allows for flexibility within the context of a 40-hour 
workweek, such as a compressed workweek or daily schedules with differing work 
hours, but this flexibility is left at the discretion and is in the sole control of the 
employer.54 The result is that a majority of workers have no ability to control the 
time that they start and end their workdays, no ability to work from a different 
location, and no ability to reduce the hours they work.55 

Only about a quarter of employees report that they have some kind of flexibility, 
though a much larger share of employers, anywhere from about half to most of 
them, report offering some kind of flexibility.56 Whatever the case, workers with the 
least access to flexible and predictable work schedules are low-wage workers.57 One 
study found that higher-earning employees have access to flexible daily schedules 
at more than double the rate of low-wage workers.58 And as Heather Boushey points 
out in her chapter, the weight of the 24-hour economy often falls on the backs of our 
low-skilled, immigrant workers who have the least control over their schedules. 

A majority of workers have no ability to control  
the time that they start and end their workdays,  
no ability to work from a different location, and  

no ability to reduce the hours they work.



94

The Shriver Report

Family Friendly for All Families

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Family Friendly for All Families

Needed: Social insurance that protects caregivers

“We can never insure one hundred percent of the population against one hundred 
percent of the hazards and vicissitudes of life, but we have tried to frame a law which 
will give some measure of protection to the average citizen and to his family against 
the loss of a job and against poverty-stricken old age.”

– President Franklin D. Roosevelt, August 14, 1935, upon signing the Social Security Act of 1935

In the first half of the 20th century, the government created the backbone of the 
U.S. social insurance system by enacting the Social Security Act of 1935, which 
included retirement benefits, unemployment insurance, and aid to dependent 
children. Over the years it was expanded to include disability insurance, as well 
as Medicare and Medicaid. The aim of the combined programs in the Social 
Security Act is to protect workers and families against drops in family income 
resulting from old age, disability resulting in the inability to work, death of the 
breadwinner, or cyclical downturns in the economy. 

The problem: Our national system of social insurance has never been updated to 
provide financial support to families who have a drop in income because a worker 
cuts back on work or needs to temporarily leave the workforce to provide care to 
a child or a sick or elderly relative. In recent years, there have been positive steps 
to update state social insurance systems to meet the needs of today’s workers: 
California and New Jersey have enacted paid family leave as part of their state’s 
temporary disability insurance program.59

But at the national level, social insurance reform is needed. We are in the process 
of debating health insurance reform —and the president has proposed pension 
reform—which would increase family economic security. With only 21 percent 
of families consisting of mothers still at home,60 additional reform is needed to 
meet the needs of today’s families.

Take basic Social Security, the retirement benefits that workers and their 
spouses receive in old age. Eligibility for Social Security benefits is based on an 
individual’s work history, specifically how many “credits” a worker earns over 
his or her lifetime. Workers can earn a maximum of four credits per year; in 
2009 a worker earned one credit for each $1,090 of earnings.61 To qualify for 
retirement benefits, workers need at least 40 credits (10 years of work) over 
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their lifetimes, meaning that any workers with 
10 years in which they earned at least $4,360 qual-
ify for retirement benefits in their own names.62 

Back in the 1930s, however, President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt insisted that the Social Security Act pro-
tect the worker and his family. As a result, wives and 
widows were granted the right to collect retirement 
benefits based on their husbands’ earnings. Spousal 
benefits allow dependent spouses (now wives or hus-
bands) to collect 50 percent of the retirement benefits 
earned by the breadwinning spouse—on top of his 
benefit—so that married couples receive 150 percent 
of the benefits of a single worker with the same earn-
ings. If both spouses work, then the lower-earning 
spouse can choose between receiving her own benefit 
based on her own work history or the spousal benefit, 
whichever is higher. 

In 2005, 51 percent of women received benefits based 
on their husbands’ earnings (nearly 36 percent of 
women in retirement choose receipt of their spousal 
benefit over their own earnings record and another 
15 percent qualified only for a spousal benefit, hav-
ing no earnings record of their own).63 Even with an 
increasing percentage of women currently carrying 
the title of breadwinner in their family, in 2008, an 
overwhelming 98 percent of spousal benefits were 
collected by women.64 

These family-friendly provisions of Social Security 
are clearly laudable, but as the portion of traditional 
families has diminished the inequities in the system 
have become more apparent. When most families 
were married-for-life couples with a breadwinner 
and homemaker, basing benefits on one earner’s 
employment history but providing benefits to the 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Are you the primary breadwinner in 
your household?

Percent	answering	“yes”

women	 40%

men	 70%

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.



The sandwich generation. Herbert Winokur, 83, 
suffers from dementia and has recently moved into his 
daughter's house in Montclair, NJ. His daughter, Julie 
Winokur, moved with her husband, Ed Kashi, and their 
two children, Eli, 11, and Isabel, 8, from San Francisco 
to help care for him. {Ed Kashi}
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breadwinner’s “dependents” might have made sense. But today the basic struc-
ture of the Social Security retirement program leads certain families to lose out. 
These are usually “juggler families” in which both workers combine work and 
caregiving—with women more likely to dip in and out of the labor market depend-
ing on family needs—and families headed by single parents (most often single 
mothers, whether never married or divorced). 

In short, workers who take time out of the workplace to care for family  
members not only sacrifice earnings and job security, but also Social Security 
retirement savings. 

There are three main problems with Social Security’s underlying design for 
today’s varied families. First, a worker is expected to have a continuous record 
of full-time employment throughout his or her life, which is just not the case 
for all workers that combine work and caregiving. Many will take extended time 
off—while others will work part time or turn down a full-time job, sacrificing 
earnings and future benefits. 

Second, there is no minimum retirement benefit that all Americans receive based 
on reaching retirement. It is all tied to work history—either your own or your 
spouse’s. This means that there is no basic level of security for all individuals 
regardless of marriage or work history. 

Third, the spousal benefit is based purely on marriage, not on an individual’s 
caregiving responsibilities. This means caregivers who take time out of the work-
place or limit their hours (and therefore earnings) to care for family members get 
no credit toward retirement for their caregiving directly but only as a derivative 
of their spouse’s earnings. This is not only demeaning, it means they lose out if 
they divorce, are widowed before age 60, or are otherwise single parents. These 
rules play out differently for varying family types.

Workers who take time out of the workplace to care for 
family members not only sacrifice earnings and job 
security, but also Social Security retirement savings. 
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Even for traditional families, the benefits are not all that they seem. If the 
breadwinning spouse dies after the children are grown but before the wife 
reaches age 60, then the homemaker receives no survivors’ benefits until she 
turns 60, and then she receives only partial benefits until she reaches the full 
retirement age of 66.65 This “widow’s gap” leaves homemakers, who often have 
few labor market skills, with little support in the intervening years before they 
reach retirement age. 

Divorce—so common in our country today, even if the rate is falling—reveals the 
problem with making caregivers’ benefits derivative of a spouse’s benefits. If a 
couple divorces before 10 years of marriage, then the lower earner is entitled to 
no spousal benefits. This predominantly affects women since they are far more 
likely to be earning less in those first 10 years due to pregnancy and child-raising, 
and may certainly earn less as single parents. If a couple divorces after 10 years 
of marriage, then the lower-earning spouse (if she needs to elect to take a spou-
sal benefit because her own earnings were so low) receives only the incremental 
spousal benefit, or half of what her former spouse receives.

The structure of benefits is not entirely an accident; they reflect the realities and 
the biases of the time in which the program was created. Participants in the debate 
at the time argued that a woman living alone could survive on less than a man, 
with one participant declaring that a woman could do her own housekeeping while 
a man would have to eat in restaurants.66 Sadly, this outdated notion remains in 
today’s payout of benefits. Consider what these rules mean for dual-earner fami-
lies. Both spouses must pay payroll taxes, yet the combination of the two benefits 
may be less than what a single-earner family receives. Eugene Steuerle, vice presi-
dent of the Peter G. Peterson Foundation and one of the nation’s foremost Social 
Security and tax experts, estimates that a couple with a single earner who earns 
twice the average wage would take home $100,000 more in Social Security benefits 
over a lifetime than a couple with dual earners who both earn the average wage.67 

Divorce—so common in our country today, even if 
the rate is falling—reveals the problem with making 
caregivers’ benefits derivative of a spouse’s benefits. 
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Partners for Life, no benefits. For same-sex couples, Social Security provides no benefit at all to 
the family unit, only to each individual as though they were single. {Matt Houston, AP}
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For same-sex couples, Social Security provides no benefit at all to the family unit, 
only to each individual as though he or she were single. The Defense of Marriage 
Act of 1996 explicitly prohibits the recognition of same-sex couples as married 
for the purposes of Social Security even if states recognize the marriage.68 Thus a 
lesbian mother who dedicates several years to care for her child not only forgoes 
building up credits to her own Social Security, but also will receive no spousal 
benefit for the work her breadwinning partner contributes to the family.

For unmarried women, the difficulty is twofold. Single women with children have 
the lowest annual earnings in our country and thus can save less for retirement. In 
addition, they earn less in Social Security benefits. For single moms, this double 
whammy at retirement threatens a life of poverty in old age.

Half of today’s workers are female, divorce is common, more than one in three 
families with children is headed by a single mother, and more than a quarter of a 
million children are being raised by gay or lesbian parents who have no legal right 
to marry under the law of the federal government. How do we structure a system 
that is fair to all of these family types? How do we revise and update our Social 
Security system to value and reward taking time away from paid employment to 
rear children and care for aging parents, and still recognize that women are in the 
workforce to stay?

Changing the rules is more complicated than it seems. While the Social Secu-
rity spousal benefit is overly broad in assuming that all spouses are mothers 
and overly narrow in assuming that all mothers are spouses, it keeps millions of 
women out of poverty in their retirement years and does act as a proxy, albeit a far 
from perfect proxy, for the unpaid work many married women invest in their fami-
lies and our economy. Today, more than half of all female beneficiaries still receive 
retirement benefits on the basis of the spousal benefit. 

But with more women as breadwinners, fewer women will collect spousal ben-
efits in the future, relying instead on their own earnings. With more women in 
the labor force and more women as breadwinners, some may say that the simple 
answer would be to eliminate the spousal benefit and transform the benefit to one 
solely based on workforce attachment. But this cannot be done without address-
ing the different ways men and women work. 
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Needed: Time to care 
Direct support to families for child care and elder care

This chapter focuses primarily on the government’s role in encouraging or requir-
ing employers to offer some basic labor standards, and in updating our social 
insurance system. But the government has other critical roles to play—providing 
direct subsidies to families to hire child care and elder care providers, and encour-
aging equity not only in the workplace, but also in the home.

Child care and elder care expenses take both an emotional and economic toll on 
today’s single-parent and dual-earner families. Child care represents the second 
greatest expense after housing for married-couple families with children between 
ages 3 and 5.69 Families providing informal care to aging parents or other sick rela-
tives spend on average $200 per month and must make adjustments to their work 
schedules, which often means forgoing income.70 The emotional and financial toll 
can be even greater for adult children who are helping a parent or other loved one 
suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. Of those providing support to a relative with 
Alzheimer’s, the vast majority (88 percent) provide emotional support, while more 
than half (52 percent) provide caregiving, averaging 16 hours a month, and more 
than 1 in 10 caregivers (14 percent) is providing financial support.71

Yet the federal government has played only a modest role in supporting families 
with child care expenses and almost no role at all in supporting families with 
elder care responsibilities. The government provides some relief on child care 
expenses through the Dependent Care Tax Credit, which allows taxpayers to take 
a credit for employment-related child care expenses, but only up to $3,000 per 
year for one child and $6,000 per year for two. With child care expenses often 
averaging more than the tuition at a state college, this relief is incredibly modest. 

The federal government has played only  
a modest role in supporting families with  

child care expenses and almost no role at all in 
supporting families with elder care responsibilities. 



The Shriver Report

Family Friendly for All Families

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

103

Family Friendly for All Families

And the tax relief, while designed to aid lower-income 
families by allowing them to cover a greater percent-
age of their child care expenses, doesn’t reach our 
lowest-income families because it is not available to 
low-income families who owe no federal taxes because 
they make so little income. The government sup-
ports our lowest-income families by providing direct 
child care aid through welfare funding, the Child Care 
and Development Block Grant, and through publicly 
funded early education and preschool programs such 
as Head Start. But even these investments reach only 
a fraction of those eligible for the assistance.

President Obama’s economic recovery package 
included a serious investment in child care and early 
education, targeting funding to low-income fami-
lies. It provided more than $5 billion in child care 
and early-education funding that went directly into 
the hands of families to purchase child care, and 
directly to communities to improve their child care 
and preschool programs. Nonetheless, child care and 
early-education funding are still far from universally 
available, even to the families who need it the most. 
To meet the needs of all low- and middle-income 
families, the government would have to invest even 
more and rededicate itself to solving the child care 
problem that Nixon swept under the rug with the 
stroke of a pen back in 1971.

Finally, there are no dedicated federal programs to 
help working families deal with care for the elderly. 
States offer some support in the form of in-home 
caregivers, but recent state budget cuts have seen 
these programs take massive hits. Once again, the 
main problem is a lack of recognition that there is no 
longer anyone at home who can care for free for our 
children, our ill family members, and our elders. 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do your children currently receive 
supervised care by someone other than 
you and/or your spouse?

Percent	answering	“yes”

Household	earning	<$40,000	per	year	 35%

Household	earning	$40,000–$60,000	per	year	 44%

Household	Earning	>$60,000	per	year	 48%

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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In addition, we as a nation must address the fact that reducing the penalty work-
ers pay (in lost salary, benefits, child care costs, and government payments) for 
caregiving would not only increase women’s economic security but also reduce the 
disincentive on men to take on more of the caregiving responsibilities. Updating 
government programs can help encourage more equitable sharing of responsibility 
at home—which is necessary if women and men are going to successfully mix and 
match work and family responsibilities. 

Where do we go from here?

Our current laws and government programs are woefully out of date to help 
families cope with the rapidly changing economic and social realities of the 21st 
century. Programs that seem “neutral” between men and women actually cater to 
traditional male working patterns, which today are represented in the overwhelm-
ing minority of today’s families. With women as half of workers in the United 
States and making vital contributions to the family income, the government needs 
to reform its incentives for employers to help their employees cope with work and 
family responsibilities as well as the requirements employers must meet in sup-
port of their employees in these dual responsibilities.

To do so, government policymakers should start a national conversation on  
how best to: 

• Update our basic labor standards to include family-friendly employee benefits.  
It is possible to spur businesses to update their social benefits to support the 
new workforce without increasing burdens on them. Requiring paid sick days 
would ensure a healthy and productive workforce. Expanding the percentage of 
the workforce covered by the Family and Medical Leave Act would help employ-
ers reduce expensive turnover rates. And a “Right to Request Flexibility” law 
would help spark conversations in workplaces across the country about how 
employers and employees can better meet each other’s needs.72 

• Reform our antidiscrimination laws so that employers cannot discriminate 
or disproportionately exclude women when offering workplace benefits. Our 
antidiscrimination laws are long overdue for an overhaul to ensure that poli-
cies that disproportionately exclude women are considered illegal, including 
policies allowing employers to have a no-leave policy even when that means 
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pregnant women will surely lose their jobs. There is still no way to be at work 
when you are in labor. 

• Update our social insurance system to reflect the reality of varied families and 
new family responsibilities. In addition to health insurance and pension reform, 
this update should include the need for paid family leave and social security 
retirement benefits that take into account time spent out of the workforce car-
ing for children and other relatives. If Social Security reform is debated, it will 
be essential that the reforms account for the new realities of a workplace and a 
nation in which women are now breadwinners.

• Increase support to families for child care, early education and elder care to 
help working parents cope with their multiple responsibilities. The efforts in the 
1970s to enact universal child care should not be forgotten. All families need real 
support when there is no longer a wife at home to provide these services free 
of charge. And our government should not stop at solving the child care crisis: 
Families also need real support and aid in providing elder care.

• Ensure that workforce and child care policies fully include men and respect their 
desire to be more involved in family life. More and more, men are expressing a 
frustration with a lack of support of work-life demands on men. Our policies 
should be structured to fully support men’s abilities to take time away from the 
labor force to provide care and support for their families.

Understanding that men and women work differently when women—and men— 
are breadwinners as well as caregivers requires a shift in thinking. But such a 
shift is necessary if policies, business practices, and community attitudes are to 
be changed. In fact, it is necessary in the daily negotiations among workers and 
employers, between spouses, and among parents and community institutions. 

Public leaders can help increase understanding as well as respond to it. In addi-
tion to speeches and events, they can take a number of steps, including ensuring 
government serves as a role model. It can do this by improving its own policies 
and the policies of federal contractors, working with private sector leaders to 
encourage a new appreciation of the new challenges facing the workforce, and 
collecting and disseminating relevant data to highlight just how different the 
American workforce is today. It’s time for family-friendly policies that meet the 
challenges of the 21st century. 
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“¡Si yo hubiese tenido la oportunidad, la hubiera aprovechado!” (“If only 

I had had the opportunity, I would have taken it!”) So averred my 

mother, who emigrated from Spain as a young woman in 1958, during 

a discussion we had about me attending West Point in the late 1970s. 

My West Point classmates and I entered as members of the U.S. Mili-

tary Academy class of 1982—the third year women were admitted, 

a milestone opportunity made possible by congressional statute, 

Public Law 94-106. The West Point name is inseparable from the tra-

dition of Duty, Honor, Country, and every male who came here was 

seen as fulfilling that tradition. For a woman at that pivotal time in 

our nation’s history, however, it seemed a revolutionary act. 

Then again, “here in America,” as Dwight Eisenhower once said, “we 

are descended in blood and in spirit from revolutionists and reb-

els—men and women who dared to dissent from accepted doctrine.” 

One such “accepted doctrine” prevalent in the military as in society 

had long held that women can’t fight and certainly couldn’t lead in 

combat—this despite many women across various cultures, includ-

ing our own, having done so successfully, if mostly anonymously, 

throughout history. 

For over 30 years now, West Point and our sister academies have been 

educating, training, and inspiring women to lead—alongside men—a 

highly diverse, integrated force, the most powerful ever on earth. Our 

engagement in conflicts in distant places where the average woman’s 

“In Blood and Spirit”
By Colonel Maritza Sáenz Ryan, professor and head of the Department of Law,  
United States Military Academy at West Point, which recently inaugurated the  
West Point Center for the Rule of Law
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legal rights are often nil means that military women are proving 

themselves daily on the most dangerous battlefields. Already, the 

first female West Point graduate has made General Officer, followed 

by three more; two ROTC graduates have likewise set new marks as 

the first female General in the Judge Advocate General’s Corps and 

the first woman to earn the Army’s highest rank, four stars. Thanks 

to pioneering advocates such as Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, we can 

take for granted equal pay for equal work. 

Still, daunting challenges—brass and glass ceilings—remain. 

Women continue to be underrepresented in the highest ranks. 

Anachronistic attitudes and policies persist, such as the Combat 

Exclusion Rule. And attaining and retaining critical mass is hin-

dered by grinding redeployments. Likewise, despite the uptick in 

their numbers in the legal profession overall, women still fall heav-

ily off the ladders of law firm leadership.

As an Army officer, lawyer, and educator, and having personally 

benefited from the progress wrought by others, I remain optimistic. 

So long as military service, and the intangible attributes it implies—

courage, tenacity, patriotism, and, yes, leadership—continues to be 

a hallmark of full membership in society as American citizens, and 

as long as our country needs leaders—smart, ethical, adaptive, and 

strong leaders—we will need women to lead alongside our male col-

leagues. And I am certain that, so long as a woman’s nation remains 

one built upon the rule of law, we will have ever greater opportuni-

ties to serve our country equally and to the best of our abilities.

The views expressed in this essay are those of the author and do not 

reflect the official policy or position of the Department of the Army 

or the Department of Defense of the United States Government.

Our engagement in 

conflicts in distant 

places where the 

average woman’s legal 

rights are often nil 

means that military 

women are proving 

themselves daily on 

the most dangerous 

battlefields.
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In the military, rank has a wonderful way of leveling the playing 

field. A sergeant recognizes the gold oak leaf on my uniform, sig-

nifying my rank as a major in the Army National Guard. By virtue 

of that rank, I’m on par with every other major in the U.S. Army, 

female or male. Rank also commands respect in the military, no 

matter the gender. 

I want to believe the recognition of my rank precedes the awareness 

of my gender—evident, of course, by the length of my hair and the 

sound of my voice. But recognizing rank over gender is not always 

the case today, and certainly not historically. Women like me who 

have served in the military for a few years can speak of the hard-

ships and obstacles we’ve had to overcome to prove we were “just 

as good as the men.” Many of us overcame them by trying to out-

macho the men or join their “good ol’ boys club.” 

In aviation, I made my way being as tough and gender-neutral as 

possible. But earlier in my career, I played tough and failed to realize 

(and failed to capitalize on) my strengths as a woman. In some cases, 

our strength is in our ability to encourage and engage others. For 

others, strength comes from the confidence gained through per-

sonal and career achievements. In the military, strength comes from 

the knowledge that women get equal pay for equal work; I earned 

exactly the same pay that my male counterparts did. 

When my helicopter was shot down in Iraq in 2004, I didn’t 

distinguish among the genders of my comrades who stayed by my 

side, determined not to leave me there, dying. And they didn’t care 

Tested and Proven
By Tammy Duckworth, an Iraq war veteran and assistant secretary of public and 
intergovernmental affairs for the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Department_of_Veterans_Affairs
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about my gender. They cared about their fellow American, their 

fellow soldier, their buddy. Me.

In today’s military, we have leveled the playing field in so many 

ways. Yet, sadly, much of American society lags behind. Each of us, 

men and women, has a wonderful opportunity to participate in this 

monumental shift in American society where women now equal the 

number of men in the workplace. We have a wonderful opportunity 

to transform our country so that each of us is an equal stakeholder 

in the American Dream.

Much remains to be done. There are glass ceilings that need to be 

shattered, sexual harassment that is still too common, and nega-

tive stereotypes that remain pervasive—that women are weaker, 

more emotional.

But it’s a new day and age. We’ve just confirmed our third woman 

Supreme Court justice. We’ve doubled the number of women in 

the military in the last 30 years—350,000 are serving now. It’s time 

to stop being surprised that America’s daughters are fully capable of 

doing their jobs and fighting for freedom. It’s time to stop thinking 

we can be “just as good as the men.” 

We’ve already proven it. More important, it’s time to celebrate 

women taking part in the common goal of serving the greatest 

democracy the world has ever known. 

It’s time to stop 

thinking we can be 

“just as good as the 

men.” We’ve already 

proven it.



Mike Derer, AP
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The presence of immigrant men standing on street corners looking for work 
too often serves as the flashpoint for confrontation in communities across 
the country. Anti-immigrant groups, but also just concerned residents, 

focus on the perceived health and safety risks posed by the “eyesore” of day labor-
ers and agitate for “controlling illegal immigration.” Yet these very same people 
easily walk or drive by other immigrants (both documented and undocumented) 
who are present in public spaces: the nannies taking care of children and the 
elderly, maids entering families’ homes, laborers working on farms, or cleaners 
working in office buildings at night.

Immigrant women are seen in communities across the country pushing stroll-
ers, feeding children, and playing in city playgrounds. An Asian face, a Caribbean 
accent, or the echo of Spanish reveals that millions of Americans entrust their most 
precious treasures—their children—to immigrants who are often undocumented.1 
Many Americans entrust these same women, who sometimes have limited train-
ing and difficult-to-understand accents, with the care of their aging parents.2 They 
entrust their homes as well—thousands of housekeepers take public transportation 
across the country to dust, clean, and sweep for working individuals and families 
who are too exhausted to handle the burden of cleaning their own homes. 

Immigrants also make up a substantial part of the countless workers who harvest 
fruits and vegetables across the country, who ensure a steady supply of milk and 
dairy products, and who slaughter chickens and cows for nightly dinner tables.3 

Immigrants

Invisible yet Essential
Immigrant women in America

By Maria Echaveste
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A significant number of those workers are immigrant women, who often risk 
sexual harassment from male supervisors and endure arduous physical labor in an 
effort to provide for their own families.4 Many are indigenous people, able to com-
municate more easily in Mixtec than in Spanish.5 And then there are the countless 
office cleaners who descend upon downtown buildings in cities across the country, 
ensuring that all the crumbs from a lunch eaten over the keyboard are vacuumed 
up and the trash can is empty when office workers return in the morning.6

What is it about this work—child and parental care, home maintenance, food 
production, cleaning—that allows society to treat the workers in these occupa-
tions as invisible, or at least less important than the software developer, insurance 
adjustor, or any of the countless other occupations that have greater status in our 
society? If we measure status, or the lack thereof, by income, working conditions, 
benefits, and simple respect, then the above-described occupations clearly have 
very little.7 Is it that nurturing children and maintaining homes has been under-
valued for decades, if not centuries? 

In a society where knowledge workers are the most highly compensated, it is not 
surprising that those who work with their hands or engage in physical labor are 
undervalued. Or was the work once valued, but now easier to underappreciate 
or ignore since it is increasingly performed by immigrants, legal and otherwise? 
Such an attitude ignores their significant role in the American labor force—the 
increase in the American workforce over that past decade is due to the levels of 
immigration, legal and otherwise.8

Each of these occupations is essential to a well-functioning society. Take, for 
example, all those nannies. One area not fully explored in the raging economic 
debate over immigrants’ cost and contributions to the U.S. economy, particu-
larly of those not authorized to work in this country, is the extent to which the 

The critical role that child care providers  
and housekeepers play in maintaining or  
enhancing many middle-class families’  

quality of life has been greatly overlooked.



The Shriver Report

Invisible yet Essential
117

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Invisible yet Essential

availability of low-cost child care and housekeeping services has allowed middle- 
and upper-middle-income people, especially women, to participate in the work-
force. Women today, including married women with children, have the highest 
workforce participation in our nation’s history.9 That is possible only because of 
invisible workers.

The critical role that child care providers and housekeepers play in maintaining or 
enhancing many middle-class families’ quality of life has been greatly overlooked. 
Why is it that work as critical as the care of children should be so undervalued? 

Cleaning up behind you. Housekeepers, many of whom are immigrants, invisibly power our 
service economy. {Mark Peterson}
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We should also consider that these workers are mothers, wives, and working 
women themselves. The lack of affordable child care impacts these families as 
well. Immigrant women are on average both younger than the native born and 
have higher birth rates.10 Who is minding their children? The lack of health 
insurance for these women and their families, for example, means that critical 
preventative care is being delayed or ignored, and when problems occur, the local 
emergency room becomes the family’s health care provider, at greater cost to tax-
payers and local communities. 

Even now, in the debate over health care reform, many lawmakers propose exclud-
ing both documented and undocumented immigrants from any government sub-
sidies. Their exclusion from national health care reform, if enacted, will make 
it that much harder to reduce health care costs, including those stemming from 
preventable diseases. 

The U.S. economy over the past several decades has experienced the flight of mil-
lions of manufacturing jobs with good benefit packages overseas—many of which 
are unlikely to come back. Our 21st-century economy is increasingly based on 
a growing service sector economy, which is why we need to challenge ourselves 
to value the work of women, and especially the work of immigrant women. Such 
work will still be necessary regardless of how high tech our economy becomes. It 
must not remain invisible. 

Our 21st-century economy is increasingly based on a 
growing service sector economy, which is why we need 

to challenge ourselves to value the work of women, 
and especially the work of immigrant women. 
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Sometimes, I imagine what kind of person my mother would have 

been had Saigon not fallen. But I dare not change the course of her 

history. I am not sure if I would know how to love, to forgive, to 

believe, and to be strong had my mother not experienced the trials 

and tragedies that taught her the values I learned to mirror.

Although I was born in America, I don’t consider myself removed 

from the legacy of war, displacement, poverty, and determination 

that constituted my family’s history. When my mother felt brave 

enough to relive the years after the Vietnam War, she’d tell me sto-

ries of becoming a refugee in her own land, escaping with her seven 

younger siblings boat by boat across turbulent seas, spending long 

months in refugee camps, and somehow surviving long enough to 

reach the “Land of the Free.” 

I consider her survival a miracle, a washing of the canvas, a sort of 

rebirth. For those who left Vietnam, the war and immigration expe-

rience did liberate (to an extent) our nation’s then-newest immi-

grant enclaves from traditionally held gender roles. The experience 

wrung out previous patriarchal notions and offered new opportuni-

ties to Vietnamese-American women. But with those opportunities 

came both deep pain and hardship.

Culturally removed from the feminist movements that swept America 

in the previous decades, my mother defined her womanhood on her 

own terms—a delicate balance of strength and compassion. Unlike 

my grandmother, who held the traditional role of solely caring for 

her nine children, my mother juggled her role in the household while 

working every day of her life to secure a livelihood for her family. She 

did not miss any opportunity to get her family ahead. 

“Con là trú ng cua Me” (“I am my mother’s daughter”)

By Gianna Le, a young community health advocate who is applying to medical school
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Her first job in America, like many other Vietnamese immigrant 

women, was at a nail salon. She endured many years working in 

that environment—even through the pregnancy of my younger 

sister—until the chemical fumes proved to be too harmful to bear. 

I’ve even heard some of my aunts regretfully whisper that my sister 

was born mentally and physically disabled because of my mother’s 

persistence in working there. 

My mother eventually obtained a real estate license and years later, 

through her tenacity, resourcefulness, and strength, she lifted us 

into the middle class. And because my mother embraced opportu-

nities that set her apart from the roles expected of the women from 

the generation before her, I, too, am offered the opportunities that 

will set me apart from the generation before me. 

My generation lives in a society and an era where gender roles are 

becoming less rigidly defined. As my generation steps up to the 

plate, I hope we commit ourselves in the ideals that remind us to 

love, to forgive, to believe, and to be strong. Like my mother, I will 

stay determined amid hardships, humble amid success, and grateful 

for every opportunity to shape my own destiny. I cannot deny these 

words my mother still whispers, “Con là trúng cua Me” (“I am my 

mother’s daughter”).

Like my mother, I will 

stay determined amid 

hardships, humble 

amid success, and 

grateful for every 

opportunity to shape 

my own destiny. 
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Waiting tables is not easy when six months pregnant, yet Mindy had no 
choice but to work the busy shifts at a local diner because she needed 
to contribute to the family income, and save for her new baby. She and 

her husband, a fellow restaurant worker with two jobs, had no health insurance 
through their employers, but luckily Mindy received pregnancy-specific insurance 
coverage through a state program. 

Being on her feet most of the day, however, soon took its toll on Mindy’s health 
and the health of her baby. The hard work and stress of the job—many patrons 
don’t realize that restaurants are one of the most demanding service industries in 
the country—resulted in fatigue that complicated her pregnancy. Her doctor pro-
vided a note saying she needed regular breaks because Mindy’s body was stressed 
and her baby was showing signs of that stress, growing erratically instead of 
steadily in size. But that’s not how restaurants operate.

Mindy was forced to take early maternity leave because of her health problems 
but it was too little too late; she still needed a Caesarean section. Ultimately she 
had to quit her job to care for her own health and her new child and because the 
family couldn’t afford to pay child care costs. Without her income, the new family 
struggled to get by on her husband’s wages and tips, seeking government assis-
tance to help purchase food.

Health

Sick and Tired
Working women and their health

By Jessica Arons and Dorothy Roberts

“I am sick and tired of being sick and tired.”
– Fannie Lou Hamer, civil rights leader
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Mindy’s experience, as told to MomsRising.org co-founders Joan Blades and 
Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner in their book, The Motherhood Manifesto: What America’s 
Moms Want—and What To Do About It, 1 is far too common in America today. 
As our country stands on the precipice of two historic societal shifts—women 
becoming half of U.S. workers for the first time in our history and the potential 
of extending affordable health care coverage to everyone living in America—we 
need to revisit old assumptions about how best to create access to health care and 
healthy working conditions. 

The crux of the problem is simply this—women have taken on a greater share of 
breadwinning while maintaining their responsibilities as primary caregivers. But 
breadwinning has not always come with greater access to health benefits, and too 
often, women’s health has been compromised as women try to combine work and 
family responsibilities.

As with so many of our institutions, employer-sponsored health insurance was 
developed around the assumption that men are the breadwinners, women are the 
caregivers, everyone gets married, and all families are nuclear. For this reason 
alone, our health insurance system fails women in significant ways—a full quar-
ter of women still receive health insurance through their husbands’ jobs, which 
makes them more vulnerable to losing coverage should something happen to him 
(he gets fired) or the relationship (they divorce). This is especially true now in the 
midst of the current recession. With men losing 73.6 percent of the jobs since the 
Great Recession began in December 2007, it should come as little surprise that 
14,000 men, women, and children are losing their health insurance each day.2 And, 
when women seek to buy health insurance on the private market, too often they 
find that they are charged more than men and cannot get the essential health 
benefits they need, including maternity and reproductive health coverage. 

Of particular importance to the complex work-health relationship, women are 
the most fertile in their 20s and therefore most likely to start their families while 

The crux of the problem is this—women have taken 
on a greater share of breadwinning while maintaining 

their responsibilities as primary caregivers. 
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building their careers. Because women can postpone 
starting their families, it is now more common and 
easier for them to work than in the past. And because 
more women now work, they are more likely to have 
their children at older ages than they previously did. 

The presence or absence of workplace policies that 
support women’s childbearing and child-rearing deci-
sions can have multiple consequences for the health 
of working women, especially their reproductive 
health. For instance, a two-tier system that accom-
modates breastfeeding for professional mothers but 
ignores working-class moms can lead to health prob-
lems for the less-affluent women and their children. 

A woman’s physical and social work environment can 
have a tremendous impact on her health and well-
being. While this is true for men too, inequitable work-
ing conditions related to sexism and sex stereotyping 
create heightened risks to women’s health that have 
been overlooked for too long. For instance, whether 
working with hazardous chemicals in a hospital, a 
salon, or a laundry, women are regularly exposed to 
skin irritants, endocrine disruptors that interfere with 
fertility and reproduction, and even carcinogens. 

Many of these jobs are just as or more risky than 
traditionally male jobs in sectors such as construc-
tion and mining, but they are rarely viewed in this 
light. And where women have tried to enter those 
male bastions, they often have been met with sexual 
harassment—itself a source of occupational stress—
or protectionist policies that try to exclude them 
because of conditions that might threaten their 
fertility instead of efforts to make the workplace 
safer for everyone. The workplace also has failed to 
be a safe haven for employees who are dealing with 
domestic violence.

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Business 
should be required to provide paid 
family and medical leave for every 
worker that needs it?

Women	working	full	time
84%

79%

92%

14%

20%

6%

Agree Disagree

Women	working	part	time

Women	working	in	blue	collar	jobs

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.





The cost of Caring for her partner. 
Karen Jorgensen and Karen Toloui, as they 
lived through five years of loss and love, while 
Jorgensen succumbed to Amyotrophic Lateral 
Sclerosis, or Lou Gehrig’s Disease. There are seri-
ous consequences for the caregiver—they are 
almost twice as likely to report having chronic 
conditions such as heart disease, cancer, diabe-
tes, or arthritis. {photos by Erin Lubin}
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This complex relationship between work and health is magnified by social obsta-
cles based on race, disability, and sexual orientation. It is especially poor and low-
income women, women of color, and immigrant women who are driven into the 
most hazardous and low-status jobs, who are given the least amount of flexibility 
in their schedules, and who are least likely to receive employer-provided benefits 
such as health care, sick leave, or family leave. 

In addition, the competing demands of work and home often have greater 
adverse health effects on women than on men. Caregivers, the majority of whom 
are women, are almost twice as likely to report having chronic conditions such 
as heart disease, cancer, diabetes, or arthritis.3 Women also are more likely to 
suffer chronic stress that can lead to headaches, sleeplessness, irritability, and 
depression. Indeed, a recent poll showed that women are more likely than men 
to feel the psychological effects of the Great Recession and to report physical 
symptoms of stress.4

In this chapter we will examine specific shortcomings in our current health insur-
ance system, followed by an exploration of the relationship between women’s 
reproductive health needs and their job opportunities. We then turn to the inequi-
table job conditions faced by women and the effects those conditions have on their 
physical and mental health. Sexual harassment, occupational segregation, sexism 
and racism, inadequate support for caregivers, and an atmosphere unresponsive 
to the ripple effects of domestic violence on the workplace all threaten the health 
and well-being of female employees. 

We close out our chapter with three key suggestions on how we can redefine the 
relationship between health and work and restructure the workplace to recognize 
employees as whole human beings who have much to contribute to both economic 
and social life. 

Women are more likely than men to feel the 
psychological effects of the Great Recession  
and to report physical symptoms of stress.
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System failure
Employer-based health insurance leaves women vulnerable and the 
private market discriminates against women

Starla Darling was nearing the end of her pregnancy when she learned that the 
plant she worked for was shutting down. She was about to lose her job, and with 
it, her health insurance. She rushed to the hospital, had labor induced, and ended 
up needing a Caesarean section—all in the hope that giving birth while covered 
meant her insurance company would pay the bills. Even so, her insurance com-
pany denied the claim and left her with $17,000 in debt.5

Our health care system discriminates against women in numerous ways. While 
women are more likely than men to have health care because of government 
programs, employer-based coverage is structured in ways that commonly leave 
women out, make them more vulnerable to losing coverage, or fail to cover all of 
their health costs. When unregulated in the private market, insurers routinely 
charge women higher premiums than men and refuse to cover such basic care 
needs as contraception, Pap tests, and even maternity care. This discriminatory 
treatment and women’s heightened need for medical services mean that women 
spend more on health care than men, despite the fact that women typically earn 
less than men for the same work. 

The employer-sponsored system, modeled as it is on outmoded notions of fam-
ily structure and workforce participation, currently leaves out too many women 
and must be strengthened through reform. Because so few jobs offer the flexibility 
needed for the unpaid caregiving duties women often perform for their families, 
many women must reduce their working hours or stop working completely, mak-
ing it hard for them to obtain or maintain health insurance. Women are more likely 
to work in the types of jobs that do not offer benefits—low-wage (think fast food), 
part-time (a department store), or for small businesses (a hair salon).6 Part-time 
jobs pay less than comparable full-time jobs, are concentrated in sectors that tend 
to be low-paying, and are often ineligible for the employer’s health insurance plan.7 

The quarter of women who receive health insurance through their husbands are 
especially at risk of losing coverage as men’s jobs become less and less stable in our 
economy and with divorce rates remaining high.8 And receiving benefits through a 
spouse is not an option for unmarried women. 
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When we combine uninsured women with those who have purchased private 
insurance on the individual market, we find that almost one out of every four 
women is subject to the whims of this deeply inequitable marketplace. Here, 
insurance companies routinely charge women higher premiums than men of the 
same age and health status, a practice known as “gender rating.” Private poli-
cies also often deny coverage or increase premiums due to preexisting conditions 
that are either specific to women or disproportionately affect women. For instance, 
women may be excluded from general or specific coverage because they had a 
Caesarean section or are survivors of domestic violence.9 What’s more, private 
plans rarely include comprehensive maternity benefits, leaving women and their 
families to pick up the tab (an uncomplicated vaginal birth in a hospital averages 
approximately $7,500; Caesarean sections cost even more).10

Women who have insurance do not always have sufficient coverage for all of their 
health care needs. They typically have higher out-of-pocket costs than men with 
insurance, due to co-pays, deductibles, or other cost-sharing for chronic condi-
tions, prescription medication, and routine gynecological care.11 Women ages 19 to 
64 are more likely than their male counterparts to spend more than 10 percent of 
their income on out-of-pocket costs—an amount that officially classifies them as 
underinsured—and spend 68 percent more on their health care than men during 
their reproductive years.12 And women who suffer physical abuse spend 42 percent 
more on health care than non-abused women.13 

Not surprisingly, more women than men skip seeking medical care or filling a pre-
scription due to cost. In fact, according to a recent study, more than half of women 
surveyed had problems getting care because of costs, including forgoing tests, 
medicine, or other treatment.14 And this was before the recession began. In addi-
tion to cost barriers, women face workplace barriers to seeking care: Almost one in 
five women report delaying medical care because they could not get time off from 

The quarter of women who receive health insurance 
through their husbands are especially at risk of losing 
coverage as men’s jobs become less and less stable in 
our economy and with divorce rates remaining high.
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work.15 For women of color in particular, distrust of the medical system because of 
historic medical abuse, different cultural mores, or limited English proficiency can 
create additional barriers to accessing appropriate medical care.16

Because women are paid less than men on average, their medical expenses eat 
up a greater share of their income and they are less able to afford premium 
hikes, larger co-pays, or supplemental coverage.17 Women also are less likely 

“Not a bum. I’m a Mom. Please Help.” Bob Wessenberg stands with his family in the backyard, 
counting the money his wife, Sheila, received by panhandling. Due to the economic downturn and a 
battle with breast cancer, the Wessenberg family has been struggling with bankruptcy and the lack of 
medical insurance. {Ed Kashi, AURORA}
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to be able to take advantage of employer benefits 
such as Health Savings Accounts, which are pre-
tax medical savings accounts, and receive smaller 
contributions from their employers to such plans if 
contributions are pegged to their lower salaries.18

Moreover, the disparity in women’s earnings, savings, 
and benefits while working often leaves women with 
insufficient funds to meet their health care needs in 
their elder years. They have a greater need for long-
term care, but are less likely to be able to afford it. 
Women over 65 are 7 percent less likely than men to 
have employer-sponsored insurance as a supplement 
to Medicare coverage. And they are twice as likely as 
men to receive supplemental insurance through Med-
icaid as a result of their higher rates of poverty.19 

Higher medical costs combined with lower earnings 
add up to more medical bankruptcies for women.20 
Although no data are currently available on lesbians 
who file for medical bankruptcy, it is likely that they 
are hit even harder. Gays and lesbians are almost 
twice as likely to be uninsured as heterosexuals21 
because they have few employment protections and 
are less likely to qualify for coverage from a partner’s 
job. And lesbian couples have a higher poverty rate 
(6.9 percent) than heterosexual married couples 
(5.4 percent) and gay male couples (4.0 percent),22 
possibly because they effectively face a double gender 
wage gap as well as multiple forms of discrimination. 

The great irony is that women are the biggest con-
sumers of health care. Women are more likely to 
suffer from chronic illnesses and disabilities than 
men, experience higher rates of mental health prob-
lems, and are 40 percent more likely to take pre-
scription medication than men.23 And women tend 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Businesses 
that fail to adapt to the needs of modern 
families risk losing good workers?

Agree
85%

14%

1%

78%

12%

2%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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to make most of the health care decisions for their families, which means they 
must access the health care system on behalf of others as well as themselves. 

Production and reproduction
Reproductive health care contributes to workforce productivity and 
workplace policies affect women’s reproductive health and options

Women have always participated in formal and informal economies, but a fun-
damental shift occurred in the second half of the 20th century. The introduction 
of a relatively safe, low-cost, and effective method of birth control, bolstered by 
the civil rights and women’s movements, paved the way for women to enter and 
stay in the workforce as they never had before. Yet 50 years later, we still haven’t 
figured out what to do with female employees who want to protect their fertility 
from workplace hazards or raise a family while working.

The powerful pill

In ways that differ significantly from men, a woman’s reproductive life is critically 
intertwined with her work life. To begin with, having the ability to control the tim-
ing and spacing of pregnancy and childbirth is essential for women to be able to 
participate fully in education and paid employment. 

Perhaps one of the most significant factors facilitating women’s large-scale entry 
into the workforce (and especially professional careers) was the advent of modern 
contraception. As any mother knows, caring for a child can make up-front, time-
intensive career investments extremely challenging. Greater access to an almost 
infallible, convenient, painless, and female-controlled contraceptive method in the 
form of the birth control pill provided women with much greater certainty about 
pregnancy and directly reduced the economic and social costs of making long-
term career investments and delaying marriage.24 

In “The Power of the Pill,” Harvard University economists Claudia Goldin and 
Lawrence Katz chronicle how the greater availability of the birth control pill 
to young, unmarried women in the 1960s coincided with increased female col-
lege graduation, increased female professional school matriculation rates, and 
increased age at first marriage rates.25 Interestingly, the pill’s uptake also altered 
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the marriage “market” by making marriage delay more acceptable and less costly 
for all women. Thus, the pill had the indirect effect of encouraging career invest-
ments even for women not using it.26

These factors, along with the feminist movement, the legalization of abortion, and 
sex discrimination legislation, resulted in seismic shifts in societal norms,27 the 
effects of which are still reverberating today. Indeed, women becoming primary 
breadwinners and half of all workers quite simply could not have occurred in the 
absence of pervasive access to modern contraception. 

Fallowed ground

At the same time that more affluent women started filling up college classrooms 
and moving onto boardrooms, a small number of working-class women slowly 
began to move into male bastions such as construction, mining, and manufactur-
ing. Unfortunately, these traditionally male occupations failed to consider and 

The power of the pill. Reproductive choice is demonstrably liberating. {Glaescher, laif, Aurora Photos}
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protect against the effects of workplace exposures to hazardous chemicals on 
human reproductive systems. What’s more, female-dominated occupations such 
as nursing and cosmetology do no better. 

Many of the chemicals, toxins, and other harmful agents to which women workers 
are exposed are hazards that affect their reproductive system, their fertility, and 
fetal development.28 Women employed in the health services profession are espe-
cially vulnerable owing to their contact with radiation, anesthetic gases, drugs, 
and viruses. But women working in shoe and textile manufacturing, printing, and 
facilities that produce pesticides and synthetic materials also absorb reproductive 
toxins daily. In addition, lead has long been known to cause infertility, reduced 
fertility, miscarriages, low birth weight, and developmental disorders. 

Employers sometimes respond to these reproductive hazards by excluding women 
from worksites deemed unsafe for them. Although male exposure to lead, radioac-
tive sources, and other toxins can cause sterility and mutagenic effects, women 
have been the focus of exclusionary policies and men have been left unprotected. 

A notorious example: Johnson Controls, Inc., a Wisconsin battery manufacturer, 
began to employ women in the 1970s, but because exposure to lead, a primary 
ingredient in battery manufacturing, is risky to workers’ health and to the health 
of a fetus, the company first instituted a policy requiring women job applicants 
to sign a statement that they had been advised of the risk of becoming pregnant 
while exposed to lead and later shifted to a policy of outright exclusion. The com-
pany barred all “women who are pregnant or who are capable of bearing children” 
from jobs involving lead exposure and required medical documentation of sterility 
from women who wanted these jobs. 

At the same time that more affluent women  
started filling up college classrooms and moving  

onto boardrooms, a small number of working-class  
women slowly began to move into male bastions  

such as construction, mining, and manufacturing. 
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The plaintiffs in a class action lawsuit challenging the fetal-protection policy as 
sex discrimination included a woman who was sterilized in order to keep her job, 
a divorced worker who lost wages when she was transferred from a position with 
lead exposure, and a man who was denied a leave of absence to lower his lead 
level when he intended to become a father. In the end, the U.S. Supreme Court held 
that the remedy for reproductive hazards is not to restrict women’s employment 
opportunities but to make the workplace safe for all workers.29 

Not having it all

From a biological perspective, optimal fertility for women occurs between ages 
20 and 35.30 Despite trends showing an increase in maternal age in this country, 
especially for professional women, the average age at which American women 
have their first child is 25.31 Thus, the age range for fertility happens to coincide 
with the period of time when employees are most likely to develop their educa-
tional and career skills and obtain greater responsibilities in their jobs. Yet most 
employers have not adjusted to this reality, which has ramifications for work-
place equality, reproductive options, and the health and well-being of women 
and their families.

Workplace accommodations for pregnancy and childbearing affect women’s 
health and that of their newborn children. Sylvia Guendelman, a professor at 
the University of California Berkeley’s School of Public Health, shows that tak-
ing maternity leave before delivery can reduce Caesarean section rates fourfold 
and extended leave after childbirth can increase the successful establishment of 
breastfeeding among working mothers.32 Such improvements result, respectively, 
in a decrease of complications and recovery time for the mother and the risk of 
allergies, obesity, and sudden infant death syndrome for the child.33 

While professional women are increasingly enjoying workplace accommodations for 
breastfeeding, few working-class women receive such flexibility or support.34 And 
pregnancy leave before childbirth is still rare in our society—it is used mostly for 
health problems, coping with stress and fatigue, or to mother young children rather 
than for health-promoting behavior. The failure to utilize such leave is likely due to 
economic deterrents and the desire to store up leave for the postnatal period.35

Take, for instance, what happened to Laura Walker, who worked at a Red Lobster 
restaurant. Instead of accommodating her need to pump breast milk on breaks, 
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her managers responded to her nurse’s note by cutting her hours, assigning her 
the worst tables, and harassing her with milk-related teasing. Denied an environ-
ment where she could regularly pump, her milk ducts clogged and she contracted 
mastitis, a painful breast infection.36 

This differential system where working-class moms have fewer breastfeeding 
options than their professional sisters (contrast Walker’s experience with that 
of Sarah Palin, who famously breastfed her son Trig while on conference calls) 
means that while 53 percent of college graduates still breastfeed their newborns 
after six months, only 29 percent of high school graduates do so.37 In the case of 
breastfeeding, such decisions have long-term consequences on children’s health 
as well.38

Given the continued obstacles for working mothers, some women, mostly with 
professional jobs, have followed traditional (read: male) workplace norms and tried 
to establish their careers before embarking on motherhood. From 1991 to 2001, the 
number of women becoming mothers for the first time between the ages of 35 and 
39 jumped 36 percent and first-time mothers aged 40 to 44 spiked 70 percent.39

But there are important health consequences to delayed childbearing. “Advanced 
maternal age,” as women are described when they become pregnant past age 35, 
increases health risks for women and children, including a heightened chance of 
Down’s Syndrome and other chromosomal disorders, high blood pressure, gesta-
tional diabetes, preterm birth, low birth weight, and miscarriage and stillbirth.40

Women over 35 also have lower fertility than women under 35 and may have 
trouble becoming pregnant in the first place. Some women have turned to fertility 
treatments, which carry their own health risks. Most notably, egg stimulation and 
retrieval for in vitro fertilization can trigger ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome, 

The age range for fertility happens to coincide  
with the period of time when employees are most  

likely to develop their educational and career skills  
and obtain greater responsibilities in their jobs. 
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So I finally decided, my daughter is not going to 

grow up seeing her mother get beat down, she’s 

not going to see her mother literally have to fight a 

man, literally, physically fight a man. So I left that 

relationship and I ended up moving to Washington 

to do a little soul-searching, you know as they 

say, and I had to figure out who I was as not only 

a Latina, but as a woman, as a mother, with two 

failed relationships under my belt. I said, who is 

the common denominator here, it’s me. So what 

can I do different to attract somebody, something 

like my parents had. 

Lily in Los Angeles
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the symptoms of which include nausea and vomiting, 
abdominal discomfort, shortness of breath, labored 
breathing, clotting disorders, renal failure, ovarian 
twisting, and occasionally death.41

Researchers Mary Ann Mason and Marc Goulden of 
the University of California Berkeley found that ten-
ure-track and tenured faculty women at UC Berkeley 
were most likely to have their first biological child 
between the ages of 38 and 40—due in large part 
to career track pressures and what is known as the 

“time bind” (the phenomenon that women with chil-
dren spend significantly more time engaged in pro-
fessional, housework, and caregiving activities than 
men with children and than men and women without 
children).42 Given the increased health risks that 
come with advanced maternal age, this means that a 
failure to establish adequate “on and off ramps” and 
other policies that build flexibility into the academic 
career track can directly result in poorer health out-
comes for mothers and babies. 

Popular culture tends to blame women for “selfishly” 
focusing on their careers when they delay having 
children, but a complex set of incentives pressures 
white, affluent women to reproduce more and work 
less—among them the “opt-out” myth, the “mommy 
wars” debate, and the celebration of multiple births 
by white, married women—while pressuring low- and 
middle-income women and women of color to repro-
duce less and work more.43 Women of color in par-
ticular are concentrated in low-wage occupations at 
the bottom end of the labor market that intensify the 
work-family tension. The low-skilled jobs most com-
monly occupied by women offer few benefits, irregular 
hours, and minimal time off, rendering them the least 
conducive for caregiving.44

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: In house-
holds where both partners have jobs, 
women take on more responsibilities  
for the home and family than their  
male partners?

Agree
85%

12%

2%

67%

29%

3%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Hazardous to your health
The segregated workplace and inequitable job conditions pose physical 
and social risks to women’s health

Fannie Lou Hamer’s famous quotation about being sick and tired no doubt was a 
reference to her years toiling in the cotton fields while struggling to take care of 
her family.45 Most American women no longer work under the conditions experi-
enced by Hamer, but the workplace still leaves many women sick and tired. 

The interaction of both physical and social hazards created by inequitable job 
conditions makes employment especially dangerous for women. Women’s vulner-
ability does not result from biological difference so much as from occupational 
discrimination, including sex and race segregation.46 

In addition, too many employers still treat matters of the home as private affairs 
with no bearing on the workplace. Ignoring the burdens of caregiving and the 
injury of domestic violence only serves to exacerbate threats to women’s health, 
safety, and well-being. 

Separate and unequal

In her bestselling expose, Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America, 
Barbara Ehrenreich goes undercover to investigate the impact of welfare reform 
on “unskilled” women workers.47 She takes jobs in low-wage occupations that 
are typically reserved for women—waitress, hotel maid, nursing home aide, 
house cleaner, and sales clerk—and discovers that all of them are risky and 
none of them pay enough to live on. 

While working as a house cleaner for a large franchise, Ehrenreich’s co-worker 
Holly trips because of a hole in the ground, falling while carrying buckets, and 
screams in pain, “Something snapped.” But Holly, who can’t afford to miss a day 
of work, refuses to go to the emergency room and is soon cleaning the bathroom 
in the next customer’s house with a bad limp. Only after Ehrenreich pleads with 
their boss does he give Holly one day off.48 

Employment in the United States has historically been segregated by race and 
gender. Women are concentrated in a relatively small number of occupations, 
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such as teaching, clerical services, nursing, and domestic work. These jobs pay 
less, are less prestigious, and often have less favorable working conditions than 
those in male-dominated sectors.49 

Longstanding racial discrimination in employment intersects with sex segrega-
tion to relegate women of color to the bottom of the occupational ladder.50 Only 
a tiny percentage of women of color occupy low health-risk professions such as 
professors, doctors, and corporate executives; most are employed in low-skilled 
clerical, manual, or service jobs.51 Some cases in point:

Picking peppers with the family. Female field workers, many of whom are immigrants, often take 
their small children to the fields with them because there is no affordable day care available. {Pat Sullivan, AP}
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• Women are increasingly hired as migrant farm workers, an occupation domi-
nated by people of color and immigrants and characterized by very low wages, 
few legal protections, and high exposure to pesticides52

• A majority of dry-cleaning employees are women, and over half of these women 
belong to minority or immigrant groups53

• Forty-two percent of all nail salon technicians nationwide are Asian and an esti-
mated 80 percent of those in California are Vietnamese immigrant women54 

A Surprising danger. Exposure to chemicals in nail salons is extremely dangerous to workers, 
many of whom are immigrant women. {Okarol, flickr}
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Although inadequately studied, their disproportionate exposure to workplace haz-
ards plays a major role in the many health disparities experienced by women of 
color, who suffer higher death rates from childbirth, hypertension, diabetes, cancer, 
and other illnesses.55 

The huge increase in women’s employment has lessened, but certainly not elimi-
nated, job segregation, especially in female-dominated professions. The failure of 
men to integrate into women’s professions reflects the socially perceived inferior 
status and typically lower pay and benefits of these jobs. 

Health care hazards. Exposure to x-rays and other medical risks in hospitals aflict nurses in this 
female-dominated industry. {John Moore, Getty images}
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Even though we think of the kinds of jobs that men tend to hold—such as con-
struction worker, machinist, or firefighter—as more dangerous or onerous than 
the jobs that women tend to hold, this isn’t necessarily the case. Those women 
most at risk are typically the least informed about dangers and solutions and 
have the least resources to challenge hazards on the job. The underreporting of 
women’s injuries and health problems creates the false impression that women 
are in “safer” industries and that only male-dominated occupations such as con-
struction, mining, and environmental cleanup involve high-risk work. 

Danger at the dry cleaners. Repetitive tasks amid hot and hazy working conditions make this a 
risky job. {Justin Sullivan, Getty images}
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Women’s jobs carry particular health and safety risks because their working 
conditions are associated with stereotypically female personality traits and 
domestic roles.56 For example, women typically carry out tasks requiring less 
strength but more precise, repetitive, and speedy movements (though some jobs, 
such as nursing and home health aides, do require the lifting of heavy patients 
and equipment). Women are more likely to work as typists than construction 
workers, but typing rapidly all day can lead to carpal tunnel syndrome and other 
repetitive strain injuries that inflame nerves and muscles.57 Despite this, skep-
tics originally claimed such problems were the result of “psychosocial” problems 
and poor personal habits and successfully blocked ergonomics regulations in the 
mid-1990s.58 

Women also are more likely than men to have jobs that mirror their roles as 
primary caregivers at home. Because they engage directly with children, kinder-
garten teachers and child care workers, who are almost all women, are exposed to 
more viruses, infections, and accidents than elementary school principals, who 
are more likely to be men. Caregiving jobs also tend to be less regulated and lack 
safety standard enforcement, in part because they are less likely to be unionized 
and thus have less bargaining and lobbying power. In addition, private employ-
ers who hire domestic workers to clean their homes, do their laundry, and care for 
their children and elderly parents often are not subject to safety regulations. 

And consider the hospital working environment, which presents inherent risks 
despite regulation. More than three-quarters of hospital workers are women, 
with nursing, record processing, and food services dominated by women. A large 
share of hospital injuries result from puncture wounds and musculoskeletal 
problems caused by handling of heavy loads and equipment. Women working in 
health care are exposed to harmful ionizing radiation from X-rays, laboratories, 
and radioactive drugs, as well as chemical hazards from anesthetic waste gases, 

The failure of men to integrate into  
women’s professions reflects the socially  

perceived inferior status and typically  
lower pay and benefits of these jobs. 
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drugs, and sanitation procedures.59 Nurses and aides spend far more time than 
doctors directly caring for patients, which exposes them to infectious diseases 
such as tuberculosis, hepatitis B, and HIV and painful injuries from lifting inca-
pacitated patients. 

The cosmetology industry, including hairdressers and nail salon workers, also 
employs mostly women. The products they use daily in poorly ventilated salons 
expose them to numerous dangerous chemicals and toxins that have been linked 
to cancer, asthma and other respiratory ailments, skin allergies, and dermatitis. 
Indeed, the cosmetology industry uses more than 10,000 chemicals in its products 
such as nail polish, dyes, and hair sprays, most of which have not been tested for 
safety by any independent agency.60 Many workers also report carpal tunnel syn-
drome, vascular problems, and back pain from long hours of standing or uncom-
fortable body postures. So, too, women employed as cleaning or laundry workers 
are routinely exposed to harmful chemicals that cause burns and dermatitis from 
direct skin contact with irritating substances or respiratory problems from inhal-
ing vapors and airborne micro-particles. 

 Women also have been entering professions previously closed to them in increas-
ing numbers, but the workplace has been slow to respond to this change. Many 
traditionally male occupations have retained machinery, chemical safety levels, 
and protective wear that were designed with an all-male workforce in mind.61 
Gender differences in workforce participation exacerbate these hazards to wom-
en’s health. Because women engage in more part-time and shift work, fewer are 
able to use employer safety services or engage in safety precautions and trainings.

Fear and loathing

In addition to physical injuries and risks, workplace inequities produce “social 
hazards” that also jeopardize women’s health.62 Women can experience intense 
psychological stress and related disorders from occupying lower status positions 
in the workforce—from the devaluation of their work to lacking control over their 
working conditions, from strenuous tasks to hostility they often encounter when 
they break through gender barriers. Moreover, the shift work women often perform 
can cause disturbance of regular circadian-metabolic rhythm, which intensifies 
occupational stress. And another major source of occupational stress for women 
is sexual harassment. 
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Just about all of these hazards plagued women at Eveleth Mines in Minnesota. 
For its first 10 years of operation, the iron-ore mining and processing company 
employed only men in its hourly workforce.63 In the 1980s, women began to get 
jobs formerly reserved for men but made up less than 5 percent of the hourly 
employees. No woman had ever been promoted to foreman. Women workers 
earned much less than men because they were confined to the lower job classifica-
tions and worked fewer overtime hours. 

Eveleth Mines was male-dominated not only in terms of who was in charge 
but also in terms of the sexualized atmosphere. Men plastered the walls and 
equipment with graphic graffiti, photos, and cartoons that depicted women as 
sex objects. They referred to women by their body parts and called their female 
co-workers degrading epithets, commented on the women’s sex lives, and openly 
described their own sexual exploits. 

Seen but unseen. Domestic violence has many unacknowledged effects on the workplace. 
{viviane Moos, CORBIS}
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Some women were also subjected to sexual assault such as feigned sex acts and 
unwanted touching. The judge who presided over the class-action lawsuit against 
Eveleth Mines found that the sexualized workplace told the women in no uncer-
tain terms “that they were perceived primarily as sexual objects and inferior to 
men, rather than as co-workers.”64 Ultimately, Eveleth settled with 15 women for 
$3.5 million.65

Unfortunately, sexual harassment persists today. In 2008, 13,867 charges of 
sexual harassment were reported to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion, with 15.9 percent filed by men.66 The pioneering work of legal scholar Catha-
rine MacKinnon and others led to the recognition of sexual harassment in the 
workplace as a form of sex discrimination rather than “office romance.”67 Sexual 
harassment, however, is typically not considered an occupational health hazard. 
Yet numerous studies reveal that harassment on the job causes stress-related ill-
ness, lowers productivity, and increases absenteeism and job turnover, impeding 
women’s opportunities for advancement.68 

Racial discrimination and racist sexual stereotypes compound the workplace 
harassment experienced by women of color.69 Heterosexism and homophobia also 
pervade the workplace. Women who have traditionally male jobs are often taunted 
as being lesbians and lesbians are often subjected to harassment on the basis of 
their sexual orientation. 

A woman’s work is never done

According to the World Health Organization, depression is twice as prevalent in 
women as in men. Disproportionate caregiving responsibilities are among the 
gender-specific risk factors for common mental health disorders such as depres-
sion and anxiety (other factors include gender-based violence, socioeconomic dis-
advantage, income inequality and poverty, and subordinate social status).70 

Caregivers are nearly twice as likely as non-caregivers to report a chronic condition, 
but they are less likely to have health insurance because they have had to reduce 
their working hours or leave the workforce altogether.71 Their lack of access to 
health care combined with the time they spend on caregiving means that they often 
fall behind in self-care. Caregivers are less likely to fill prescriptions for themselves 
or visit the doctor.72 In one study, 21 percent of female caregivers reported receiving 
mammograms less often than they did before they were caregivers.73
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Studies have shown women’s disproportionate caregiving results in adverse men-
tal health effects as well, especially chronic stress. Additional negative effects of 
caregiving include depression, feelings of helplessness, poor eating habits, dis-
turbed sleep, strained relationships, anger and hostility, dissatisfaction, anxiety, 
and alcoholism.74 In a study of those providing care for stroke survivors, the ones 
who were employed full-time were at higher risk of depressive symptoms than 
those who were not working.75

Then there are the emotional costs of trying to work around the lack of insti-
tutional support for dual-career/dual-carer families. A more common solution 
among lower-income families is “tag-team” parenting, where parents work alter-
nating schedules so that one parent watches the children while the other one 
works.76 It solves the problem of finding adequate and affordable child care but 
limits parents’ ability to spend time together or with the whole family.77

No safe space

Domestic violence is the number one cause of injury to women. Once thought of 
as a purely private matter, intimate violence is now recognized to have far-reach-
ing public health and financial consequences that extend to the workplace. Per-
petrators often try to threaten the stability of a survivor’s job, in order to further 
control her and make her more financially dependent on the perpetrator. Domestic 
violence contributes to a job loss for a quarter to half of all survivors.78

Perpetrators often carry out acts of violence at a survivor’s workplace because that is 
where they know they can find her. This places the survivors, their co-workers, and 
their customers or clients at heightened risk. Colleagues also must sometimes cover 
for an affected employee and protect that employee from harassing calls or visits.79

Each year, women suffer approximately 2 million injuries from intimate partner 
violence.80 As a result of this violence, employers lose $3 billion to $5 billion 
annually from the lost productivity of survivors, perpetrators, and colleagues.81 
In addition, employers suffer the costs of covering absent employees on short 
notice, training replacement employees, property damage, medical costs, and 
insurance premiums, and occasionally public relations problems. Survivors also 
have sued employers for failing to keep the workplace safe or for firing them 
because of the abuse.82
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Despite the devastating effects of domestic violence on the workplace and the 
apparent increase in intimate violence during this recession, few preventive 
workplace approaches have been implemented.83 

Where do we go from here?

Women need to be healthy in order to participate as equal and productive mem-
bers of the workforce, but too often the workplace itself poses a hazard to women’s 
health and well-being. Although the barriers to health and equality outlined 
above may seem too numerous to tackle, the solutions are available, starting with 
engaging creative approaches from every sector of society.

Our social mores have changed so significantly we now take it for granted that 
most women will work in paid employment for at least some portion of their lives, 
often while raising young children at the same time. Imagine the cultural shifts 
yet to come if we are able to reform our health care system, implement workplace 
flexibility, and clean up our physical working environment. 

Working together, we can find ways to meet the needs of our changing workforce, 
such as:

• Making affordable, quality, comprehensive health care coverage available regard-
less of gender, employment status, or health

• Removing the many employment barriers to building a family and a career at the 
same time

• Addressing inequitable and unsafe working conditions to improve the work envi-
ronment for everyone

As women’s work becomes more important than ever, it is incumbent on each of 
us to develop new ways to both value their labor and protect their health. Trans-
forming our workforce from sick and tired to healthy and productive is a job we 
all must share.
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I am a big believer that if you help others, you help yourself.

For the last 35 years, I have been working with the Women’s Sports 

Foundation to create programs and opportunities for young girls 

and women. We currently have an initiative called GoGirlGo!, which 

seeks to get more inactive girls active and to improve their overall 

health and quality of life. Since its inception, we reached almost 

1 million girls at more than 14,000 organizations in cities across the 

nation. And we hope to reach several million before too long.

This is just another example of how health lies at the true core of our 

future—especially the future of women and our families. Few things 

illustrate this point better than the progress we are making toward 

the financial health and independence of women in this country 

and around the world. It is simply at the very core of our future. 

If you have not already done so, I urge you to read Muhammad 

Yunus’ book, “Banker to the Poor.” Professor Yunus’ concept of 

teamwork and free enterprise is changing the face of our future. By 

providing financial resources to women through low-cost loans 

arranged through The Grameen Bank—now operating both here 

as Grameen America and abroad—he gives them much more 

than money. These women gain status in their own communities, 

confidence in themselves, and become better caregivers for their 

families. By thinking globally and acting locally, we can—and will—

create change in our lives, our communities, and in our homes. 

Financial independence provides women with mobility, choices, and 

new experiences. We are seeing the roots of financial independence 

create new opportunities. Many of our children are becoming the 

Women’s Sports, Women’s Health
By Billie Jean King, 2009 recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom
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first in their family to attend college. Women are seeking leadership 

positions in public government and overall we are reaching higher 

and feeling more fulfilled with our life’s work.  

Beginning in 1968 and continuing until 2007, it took 39 years of 

patient, hard work for professional women tennis players to obtain 

equal prize money for women and men at the four major tennis 

tournaments. And while it was an important milestone, it was not 

only about the money, it was also about the message. That historic 

moment is symbolic of what financial independence can do for us 

as women and for you as a person. If I learned one thing from our 

experience in securing equal prize money in tennis, it is that we 

recognized we had a voice and we understood how important it 

was to use our voice effectively.

While I am so proud of the progress women have made over the years 

and feel strongly we should celebrate our advancements, we still have 

a long way to go. With the privilege of being part of a movement 

come challenges, experiences, and connections that not only fulfill us 

as individuals but help us make a difference in the lives of others.

So how do we get there? We do it by actively listening to and learn-

ing from others. We do it by respecting others (regardless of their 

position). And we do it by remaining strong in our own beliefs. We 

do have a voice and it’s up to us how we use it.  

The 21st century is the century of and for women. We need to take 

full advantage of what lies ahead of us. Financial independence 

will give us the tools to be strong, the power to believe, and the 

right to belong.

Go For It!

The 21st century is 

the century of and for 

women. We need to 

take full advantage of 

what lies ahead of us.
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Women today are moving in ever expanding circles. We can’t  

look at a day’s headlines without reading about incredible women 

breaking new glass ceilings in sports, politics, science, and the cor-

porate world. Yet as a long-time advocate for victims of domestic 

violence and sexual assault, I have met far too many women whose 

potential to achieve their own dreams was radically changed when 

they became victims of violence. Our nation has suffered from this 

lost potential.

I was the director of a battered women’s shelter when I read the 

1991 report by then Senator Joseph Biden called “A Week in the 

Life of American Women.” Describing incidents of rape and batter-

ing that women were experiencing around the country, this report 

provided the momentum needed to pass the Violence Against 

Women Act in 1994. Since then we have made great strides. There 

is no doubt that domestic violence and sexual assault are no lon-

ger the hidden crimes they once were, and that victims now have 

a place to turn rather than suffer in isolation. Still, violence today 

is all too common and takes a tremendous toll on women and 

their families.  

Domestic violence and sexual assault affect victims physically, 

emotionally, financially, and spiritually. For victims of domestic 

violence, every day is a struggle to keep themselves and their 

children safe. It is an exhausting world of trying to work while 

someone is sabotaging you, trying to care for your children while 

someone is threatening them, trying to live while someone may be 

trying to kill you. Sexual violence also takes its toll on women and 

Ending Violence
By Lynn Rosenthal, White House adviser on violence against women
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girls. While we imagine the stranger in a dark alley, most women 

who are sexually assaulted are attacked when they least expect it, 

usually by someone they know and often by someone they trust. 

Young women are at the greatest risk of such violence, and the 

aftermath can be devastating.

Despite the challenges we face, I am more optimistic than ever 

about our future. Earlier this summer, I was named White House 

adviser on Violence Against Women, a newly created position, ded-

icated specifically to advising the president and vice president on 

domestic violence and sexual assault. I believe that we now have a 

rare opportunity to change the future. We have an opportunity to 

make sure that all girls grow up without the scars of violence and 

abuse, and that all women are free to reach their true potential. 

When we accomplish this, we will truly have a woman’s nation. 

We have an 

opportunity to make 

sure that all girls grow 

up without the scars 

of violence and abuse, 

and that all women 

are free to reach their 

true potential. 



Adan Garcia, Flickr
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More and more American women are taking on the role of breadwinner, 
both for themselves and for their families, with many of them looking 
to education as a bridge to opportunity and to a heftier paycheck. The 

good news is that women’s overall participation in postsecondary education today 
is remarkable. Consider these facts: Women today receive 62 percent of college 
associate’s degrees, 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees, 60 percent of all master’s 
degrees, half of all professional degrees, and just under half of all Ph.D.s.1 That’s 
a stunning advance. In 1970, women received fewer than half of undergraduate 
degrees, fewer than 40 percent of all graduate degrees, and fewer than 10 percent 
of all professional degrees and doctoral degrees.2

But here’s the not-so-good news. While these overall numbers are inspiring, once 
we dig a little deeper it becomes clear that many women receiving post-secondary 
education are not investing in degrees that will lead to society’s highest-paying 
jobs. Women throughout the educational system either choose or are steered 
toward traditionally female careers. Even though the fastest growing careers are 
in traditionally female-dominated fields such as health care, the highest paying 
careers remain in male-dominated fields, including engineering, technology and 
other science-related industries and services—all fields in which women still lag 
very far behind men in educational degrees. 

Education

Better Educating Our 
New Breadwinners

Creating opportunities for all women 
to succeed in the workforce

By Mary Ann Mason 
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As more women take on breadwinning roles, the 
educational system must prepare women for jobs 
that can support a family rather than the jobs our 
grandmothers were allowed to hold. This means our 
postsecondary educational institutions—community 
colleges, four-year colleges and universities and their 
many graduate school programs alike—will need to 
take further proactive steps to ensure women pursue 
and complete degrees that allow them to bring home 
the same-size paychecks and benefits from the same 
array of professions as men. For this to happen, these 
educational institutions must seek parity between 
the genders in all majors and concentrations from 
first-year postsecondary education to post-doctoral 
research. But this is not enough. They also need to 
provide family-friendly support and child care as well 
flexible class scheduling so that women (and men) 
can attain successive levels of education in order to 
boost their earnings in today’s economy while jug-
gling shared responsibilities in life. 

Here’s why. Despite reaching college in greater num-
bers, women still cluster largely in traditional female 
majors when they choose their course of study. They 
receive 86 percent of the bachelor’s degrees in the 
health professions, which includes nursing, 79 percent 
in education, and 78 percent in psychology.3 These 
professions, often called the “helping professions” or 

“women’s professions,” have always attracted women 
and were once the only professions open to them. Men, 
in the era when they were typically the sole bread-
winners of their families, were less attracted to these 
professions in large part because they offered lower 
wages and less career advancement, as they do today.

There are encouraging signs this dynamic is shifting 
in some academic arenas. The significant trend in col-
lege toward business degrees, the most popular major 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Which of these things, in particular, 
would need to change in order for work-
ing parents to balance evenly their job, 
their marriage, and their children?

More	flexible	work	hours

Longer	school	hours	or	school	years

54%

8%

15%

10%

13%

49%

10%

16%

12%

12%

Women Men

More	paid	time	off

Don't	know

Better	and/or	more	child	care	options

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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for both men and women over the past 20 years, means that women now receive 50 
percent of all undergraduate business degrees. Similarly, 62 percent of biological 
and medical science undergraduate degrees are awarded to women, doubling their 
participation over the past 20 years.4 But the distribution among the doctoral dis-
ciplines is not even close to parity in most fields. While women now receive 49 per-
cent of the doctorates in the biological sciences, in the physical sciences women are 
still struggling to enter a male bastion. In 2006, women received 30 percent of the 
doctorates awarded in the fields of physical science and math, and only 22 percent 
of computer science degrees and 20 percent of engineering degrees.5 

Consider the impact of women’s education degree choices on their jobs and their 
wages. Women with degrees remain segregated in lower-paying occupations. 
Nearly all registered nurses (91.7 percent), elementary and middle school teachers 
(81.6 percent), and preschool and kindergarten teachers (97.8 percent) are women, 
but women comprise smaller percentages of the highest-paying occupations, such 
as lawyers and judges (36.5 percent), physicians and surgeons (31.8 percent), den-
tists (25.4 percent), civil engineers (11.8 percent), electrical and electronics engi-
neers (7.8 percent), aircraft pilots and flight engineers (3.4 percent).6 

What’s more, women with the same degrees still lag behind men’s pay and almost 
never catch up. Education raises women’s pay, but the gender gap remains at all 
educational levels. In 2008, the ratio of women’s to men’s median hourly wages was 
about 77 cents on the dollar for those with college degrees as well as those with only 
high school degrees. Women who make significant investments in college educa-
tions earn more than they would otherwise, but they don’t earn as much as men, 
often because they remain in lower-paying female-dominated occupations. While 
the gap has narrowed in recent decades, we still have a long way to go to get to earn-
ings parity (see Figures 1 and 2).

It is not new news that women do not receive equal pay for equal work, but what 
is depressing is that education, the much-touted engine for economic opportunity, 

Women with the same degrees still lag behind men’s pay 
and almost never catch up. Education raises women’s 

pay, but the gender gap remains at all educational levels. 
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fails to provide gender equality. Even with the increased numbers of women in 
higher education and in the workforce, the wage and power gaps remain large and 
stagnant at all educational levels. Women who are breadwinners simply cannot 
bring home a family income equal to a man with the same educational background 
(see Figures 1 and 2).

One reason that women may be encouraged or even choose not to enter male-
dominated educational fields and occupations is that once female graduates enter 
the workforce, they find inflexible workplace policies that can exacerbate gender 
inequalities (policies that are often inflexible across the board, but may be exacer-
bated in male-dominated fields). Knowing this, students choose jobs they perceive 
to be more family friendly.

Most workplaces still maintain the structure established in the late 19th century, 
when husbands worked full time to support their families and never needed to 
consider taking time off to care for their a family member because most had a 
wife at home to attend to such matters. In this environment, workers are penal-
ized for working less than full time, or for taking a break from their jobs to care for 
their family. In short, simply opening the door to higher education does not neces-
sarily allow women to achieve true equality in the workforce. 

Figure	1

Equal	education,	unequal	pay
Median hourly wages by gender and educational attainment, 2008

Less than high school

High school

Some college

College

Graduate or 
professional degree

Source: Center for American Progress analysis of the Center for Economic and Policy Research Extracts of the Current Population Survey Outgoing 
Rotation Group Files. 

Notes: Data include all workers ages 25 to 64. Wages are adjusted for top-coding and do not include overtime.
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Still, the educational system may finally be poised for change. First, women are now 
half of U.S. workers. As women become equal in numbers and take more leader-
ship positions, traditional workplace policies may be revised to allow for alternate 
career ladders. Second, our existing gender equity laws, particularly Title IX of the 
Education Amendments of 1972, which prohibits discrimination based on sex in 
educational programs and activities that receive federal financial assistance,7 are 
being looked at in new ways to level the playing field for women in science, technol-
ogy, math and engineering much as it has done successfully in sports.8

This chapter will first describe the current state of the U.S. educational system 
for women and girls, with special emphasis on how education often thwarts rather 
than advances the economic opportunities of women, beginning with community 
colleges, then four-year educational institutions, then graduate and post-grad-
uate programs (see box “The forgotten third” that examines gender stereotypes 
in career training programs for young women and men without college degrees).
We will then explore the achievements nonetheless made by women despite these 
obstacles. We will then conclude with several suggestions for how American post-
secondary education can be reformed to ensure that women are able to function 
as equal partners in the future workplace.

Figure	2

Gaining	ground
Gender pay ratio, by education, 1979 and 2008

Less than high school

High school

Some college

College

Graduate or 
professional degree

Source: Center for American Progress analysis of the Center for Economic and Policy Research Extracts of the Current Population Survey Outgoing 
Rotation Group Files. 

Notes: Data include all workers ages 25 to 64. Wages are adjusted for top-coding and do not include overtime.
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The first career gateway: Community colleges

Community colleges provide opportunities for women to earn educational cre-
dentials that can help them increase their earnings potential through accessible, 
flexible, and low-cost academic programs. Today, community colleges are serving 
37 percent of all students enrolled in postsecondary education.9 And the majority 
of these students are women: 62 percent. 10 What’s more, our community colleges 
educate single parents at nearly three times the rate of four-year colleges.11 And 
community college students are more likely to be older and independent of their 
parents—61 percent are not claimed as dependents by their parents compared to 
only 34 percent of students at public four-year colleges.12 

Originally, these educational institutions were structured to provide high school 
seniors an affordable first two years of college before they transferred into a bac-
calaureate program. Today, however, many community colleges have expanded 
their mission in order to accommodate the economy’s increased demand for 
graduates with specific career skills in disciplines such as information technol-
ogy and home health care. 

Community colleges offer nearly everyone a chance—95 percent of community 
colleges offer an open admissions policy and the annual tuition and fees are less 
than half that at private four-year institutions and one-tenth those at private 
four-year colleges and universities. For many older students they offer a second 
or third chance. Nearly half of all students at community colleges are over 25. 
Because of their accessibility and low cost, community colleges enroll a diverse 
group of students, including larger percentages of nontraditional, low-income, and 
minority students than four-year colleges.

Clearly, a community college degree is a good step forward for women, both to gain 
higher earnings and as a step toward a four-year degree. However, women often 
start, but fail to complete their degrees at community colleges.13 At community col-
leges, women were less likely to complete a degree or transfer to a four-year college 
within six years than men—41 percent of women compared to 48 percent of men.14

The influx of students with significant family responsibilities presents new chal-
lenges not traditionally faced by younger students. Community colleges and uni-
versities found that mothers especially needed additional help to be successful at 
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school, whether for financial aid, counseling, or esteem building. They also often 
needed child care on campus.15 All major educational institutions offer some type 
of program for students with families, but the role of integrating students with 
families into the mainstream of educational programs has traditionally fallen pre-
dominantly to two-year community colleges.16 

In the past decade, however, more colleges have taken inspiration from the type of 
opportunity offered by community colleges and sought to integrate low-income 
students with families into their educational programs. One case in point is 
Hamilton College’s ACCESS project, which creates a pathway to educational 

The American post-secondary educational  
system is failing young women by encouraging  

them to take a route that leads to lower pay,  
a route that will eventually prevent them  

from providing for their families. 

New opportunities for caregivers. Community colleges increasingly offer flexible schedules for 
working moms. {Tyrone Turner, The New York Times}
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opportunity for very low-income parents in New York. The project provides aca-
demic supports for a liberal arts education in conjunction with comprehensive 
social services.20 Within the first three years of operation, the ACCESS project 
achieved a 95 percent retention rate and movement of participating students 
from being 98 percent dependent on social services and income supports to being 
less than 10 percent dependent on social services.21 The project attributes its 
successful student retention and outcomes to the integration of liberal arts edu-
cational opportunities with basic services such as child care and transportation, 
supports for domestic violence survivors, and interventions to ameliorate home-
lessness and hunger.22 

Often, very poor women are excluded from attending 
community college. In 1996, national welfare reform 
included a provision requiring recipients to receive 
no more than five years of aid and to work or attend 
school while receiving aid. Only two states, Maine and 
Wyoming, allow recipients to pursue postsecondary 
education and receive welfare without exhausting their 
five-year lifetime limit on welfare. Although studies 
consistently show that postsecondary education is 
instrumental in helping people leave welfare, educa-
tion has been treated as a luxury in the work-or-else 
approach to welfare reform.17 

A few other states give work credit for postsecondary 
education, but it must take place within the five-year 
lifetime limits of federal law. Still other states provide 
educational support for those who work part time. In 
Pennsylvania, for example, women can now receive some 
scholarship support while working for pay half time 
and attending classes. The New Choices/New Options 

programs are designed to help low-income women and 
other nontraditional students get training for careers 
in well-paying jobs. For these students and most others 
around the country, the federal time limits still apply. 

In most states, according to advocates, students are 
pushed into short-term training programs and dis-
couraged from choosing their own course of study.18 
However, innovative new programs are trying to reach 
low-income women. The Center for Women and Work 
at Rutgers University, for example, has spearheaded 
an effort to introduce Internet-based distance learn-
ing into community colleges, aimed especially at low-
income mothers. Their program, the Sloan Center for 
Innovative Training and Workforce Development, works 
to advance online training programs for the working 
poor. The access to training matters. In a New Jersey 
pilot program, 92 percent of participants completed 
the training and they achieved a 14 percent wage 
increase through the program.19

Excluding	poor	women
Some states make it hard to attend community college
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Despite the openness and flexibility of community colleges, traditionally gendered 
career choices remain the norm. Women predominate in traditional female majors 
such as education (80.2 percent) and health sciences (83.4 percent all students), 
which includes nursing, while men predominate in computer and information sci-
ences (73.1 percent) and manufacturing construction, repair and transportation 
(92.3 percent).23 These choices certainly influence potential earning power, but 
there are also fundamental concerns about how much earning power an associ-
ate’s degree from a community college will bring. 

Indeed, community colleges often aren’t doing enough to get women on the path 
toward the highest-paying careers. Increasingly, many of the popular career choices 
pursued by community college students are requiring a four-year bachelor’s degree 
or specialized training. This is true for both men and women as more careers, 
including computer technology and science, education, and health, rely on higher-
educated workers. 

In the high-tech occupations that are growing most rapidly—computer engi-
neering, computer science, and systems analysis—workers must have four-year 
degrees and women are severely underrepresented.24 In the health field, most 
workers have a job that requires less than a four-year degree, though the profes-
sion is highly divided in that the higher ranks of health care professions include 
some of the most highly educated workers in the country. Lacking a four-year 
degree, and even more so, lacking any sort of postsecondary specialized train-
ing, severely limits the advancement and income potential of health care workers, 
most of whom are women.25 

All other things equal, however, an associate’s degree generally provides workers 
with a wage boost of about 20 percent to 30 percent over a high school diploma 
and the returns are generally higher for women (even though the wage gap per-
sists). The boost is much higher for workers who pursue a career track rather than 
a technical track. In the few studies that have been done on certificate holders 
who do not attain an associate’s degree, few positive wage effects were found.26

Community colleges often aren’t doing enough to get 
women on the path toward the highest-paying careers. 
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Despite the more accessible environ-
ment of community colleges, large 
strides still need to be made toward 
assisting nontraditional students 
with degree and certificate persistence. 
Unfortunately, most of our educational 
institutions are not set up to offer the 
flexibility that is required in order to 
deal with the challenges presented 
by students who are older, more likely 
to work while attending school, and 
often have family obligations as well. 
According to a report by the Center for 
American Progress, budget cuts, when 
combined with antiquated regulations 
and systems that were designed to meet 
the needs of a different era’s students, 
have created institutions of higher 
education that cannot adequately deal 
with today’s students. According to the 
CAP report, “as suppliers, postsecond-
ary institutions are not fully ready to 
deliver quality, flex ible education that 
leads to college and career success.”27

But barriers to advancement beyond 
community college remain.28 Thirty-
nine percent of students come from 
minority backgrounds, compared to 
only 24 percent at the four-year col-
lege level. The difference is particularly 
strong for Hispanic students: They 
represent only 7 percent of four-year 
college students, but 16 percent of com-
munity college students.29 Poor women, 
especially poor minority women, face 
particular challenges (see box “Exclud-
ing poor women”). 

Women teaching women. It happens all the time in 
traditional female occupations such as nursing, but not  
enough in all technical fields. {Tom Gannam, AP}
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Reclaiming the American 
Dream through colleges  
and universities

One of the most significant social phe-
nomena of the last third of the 20th 
century and the beginning years of the 
new millennium is the steady rise of 
women in undergraduate, and more 
spectacularly, in graduate and profes-
sional education. Many factors, includ-
ing gender equity laws, birth control, 
and recognition that women are now 
important players in the economy all 
contributed to this trend.

Much has been made of the fact that 
women now receive about 57 percent of 
all college degrees, and indeed across all 
ethnic and racial groups women signifi-
cantly outpace men in receiving degrees. 
Closer inspection, however, reveals a 
more complex story. What is not usu-
ally acknowledged is that men and 
women enter college after high school 
at about the same rate. But it is the 
latecomers—the independents not sent 
by their parents, 2-to-1 of whom are 
women, some already with families—
that tilt the final degree count. One-
third of African American women who 
eventually graduate from college enroll 
when they are age 25 or older.30 

These so called re-entry women, many of 
them single mothers and some of whom 
are welfare recipients, realize that a col-
lege degree is necessary to support their 

Figure	3

Closing	the	degree	gap
Percentage of bachelor’s degrees deferred  
by gender, race, and ethnicity between 
the 1976–77 and 2004–05 school years

Source: U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics, 
Digest of Education Statistics 2006, by 
Thomas D. Snyder, Sally A. Dillow, and 
Charlene M. Hoffmann (NCES 2007–017). 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Print-
ing Office, 2007.
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Many young adults never go on to a community college, 
a university, or even a technical training program. Who 
are they and what are their prospects for thriving in a 
21st-century economy that relies on women and men to 
be the main breadwinners?

In 1988, two groundbreaking studies on young people 
in the United States called attention to the dismal 
economic prospects of the nearly one-half of American 
young people who did not go on to any postsecondary 
education following high school, the “Forgotten Half.”31 
In 2008, the American Youth Policy Forum revisited the 
Forgotten Half to update statistics on key indicators of 
the condition of young people in the United States.32 
Importantly, the “Forgotten Half” is now more accurately 
the “Forgotten Third,” with high school dropout rates 
falling and greater numbers of high school graduates 
beginning postsecondary education and training pro-
grams.33 This represents a major achievement for com-
munity and school reforms. 

Yet for those left behind the future is bleak because their 
economic prospects have grown dimmer in the past 20 
years. Employment rates among those not continuing 
on to postsecondary education are lower for the current 
generation than in 1989, and full-time employment rates 
for minority youth are 20 percent to 30 percent lower 
than for their white peers.34 Those among the Forgotten 

Third who are employed are earning less money. For male 
high school graduates, inflation-adjusted earnings have 
fallen 16 percent over the past three decades; for their 
female counterparts, earnings actually grew by 4 per-
cent.35 Of course, women started well below men, so 
while their wages have not fallen in recent decades the 
ratio of women’s to men’s pay among those with only a 
high school degree still remains at 75 percent.36 

For the Forgotten Third, training matters. Whether 
training comes through career pathway programs, com-
munity college degree curriculums, or four-year colleges, 
new educational opportunities can meet the needs of 
these young adults, but for women gender stereotypes 
need to be addressed. Research shows that the benefits 
of some types of career transition programs accrue 
disproportionately to young men, and may actually be 
harmful to young women due to their tendency to rein-
force gender stereotypes.37

A career pathway program is a series of connected 
education and training programs and support services 
that enable individuals to secure employment within a 
specific industry or occupational sector, and to advance 
over time to successively higher levels of education 
and employment in that sector. Each step on a career 
pathway is designed explicitly to prepare the participant 
for the next level of employment and education. Career 

The	forgotten	third
Many young adults never go to college, and training programs to help them favor men
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pathways target jobs in industries of importance to local 
economies. They are designed to create both avenues of 
advancement for current workers, job seekers and new 
and future labor market entrants, as well as a supply of 
qualified workers for local employers.38 

Career pathway programs can include job shadowing 
(observing particular occupations in the workplace), 
mentoring (matching students with an individual in 
their chosen occupation), internships, and apprentice-
ships. But nearly all of the programs have a greater 
positive impact for male participants than female. 
Research shows that men who participate in a career-
focused program are likely to have higher employment 
rates overall and shorter periods of idleness when 
unemployed.39 For women who participate, there is less 
evidence that the programs are effective. One national 
study of Career Academies (a popular high school 
reform that combines academic instruction in core sub-
jects such as math with career development opportuni-
ties) found that labor market success was concentrated 
among young men.40 

Why is this? The most common career pathway pro-
grams often reinforce negative gender stereotypes about 

“women’s work” and “men’s work,” which may well be 
why participation has a negative effect on employment 
outcomes for some groups of young women. One study 

found that career pathway programs do reduce the 
risk of unemployment, but that white men receive the 
majority of the benefit compared to black females, who 
are more likely to be persistently unemployed than their 
counterparts without this education. The same study 
found that Hispanic and Asian females who participate 

“are more likely to be persistently unemployed than their 
White counterparts.”41

These poor results may be because of persistent gender 
stereotypes, which career pathway programs often rein-
force. Girls are significantly more likely to take courses 
focused on low-wage service sector work where women 
have typically been overrepresented.42 Indeed, in high 
school technical training programs that often lead to 
career pathway programs, the National Women’s Law 
Center found that girls were most likely to take courses 
in fields like cosmetology, child care, and health profes-
sions, while boys were much more likely to be in tra-
ditional male fields of construction, automotive repair, 
and engineering.43 

This persistent channeling of young women into tradi-
tionally female career paths can be an insidious barrier 
for women trying to attain high-paying jobs to support 
their families over the course of their careers. 
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families. Some colleges and universities provide special services and support for 
re-entry students. But this important trend has not received the attention and 
support it deserves (see Figure 3).

Still, women have advanced in both numbers and in proportion over the whole 
college degree-holding population in every racial and ethnic group over the past 
thirty years. This is good news, but more for some groups than others. The distri-
bution of college degrees can be explained in large part by the size of the group in 
the general population. Many of these groups, Hispanics and Asians in particular, 
have swelled on the new immigration wave. But are the new immigrants receiving 
their fair share of the degrees? No. Smaller percentages of Hispanic women and 
men earn degrees according to their population. This corresponds with the group’s 
disproportionate share of high school dropouts—there are fewer Hispanics pre-
pared to enter the college pipeline. 

In contrast, white and Asian women are overrepresented in college compared to 
their respective percentages in the population. African American women and 
white men earn bachelor’s degrees in approximate proportion to their representa-
tion in the general population. African American men are seriously underrepre-
sented, and have not increased their participation in 30 years.44

Like their counterparts at community colleges, women pursuing bachelor’s 
degrees still cluster largely in traditional female majors when they choose their 
course of study. In 2006, women received 86 percent of the degrees in education, 
and 79 percent of the degrees in the health professions, which includes nursing, 
and 78 percent of the degrees in psychology.45 

Yet there also are very positive signs, including the increase of women major-
ing in business and in the biological sciences. Women now receive 50 percent of 
all undergraduate business degrees. The biological sciences have captured the 

Like their counterparts at community  
colleges, women pursuing bachelor’s degrees  

still cluster largely in traditional female majors  
when they choose their course of study. 



The Shriver Report

Better Educating Our New Breadwinners
175

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Better Educating Our New Breadwinners

imagination of the public and the pocketbooks of drug companies and the govern-
ment, creating many new jobs. Today, 62 percent of biological and biomedical sci-
ence undergraduates degrees go to women—women now earn twice the number of 
degrees in these fields that they did 20 years ago. 46 

The door not open: Physical sciences and technologies 

The discouraging news is that women are still a small presence among those 
receiving degrees in engineering, where a large percentage of high-paying jobs 
have been and are predicted to increase in the future. In 2006, women earned 
18 percent of engineering degrees, only a minor improvement over the dismal 
14 percent they earned in 1990.47 Distressingly, among computer sciences gradu-
ates, women are a declining share, falling from 29 percent to 21 percent over the 
past 15 years.48 

Yet these are the areas of technological innovation where a large percentage of 
high-paying jobs are predicted to increase in the future. Even in math and sta-
tistics, where women once represented close to half of the undergraduates, the 
past two decades have shown a decline in female participation.49 There is no easy 
explanation for this trend, but it rings an alarm bell, which calls for investigation. 

The only bright spot is a positive trend in the share of women in the physi-
cal sciences and science technologies, up from 32 percent to 42 percent over 15 
years.50 Again, there is no easy explanation, but there has been a concerted move 
by professional societies, in particular federal agencies to attract and retain 
women in this field. While too many women are taking themselves out of the 
high-tech pipeline at the undergraduate level, the women who graduate from 
college are more likely to begin graduate studies than they once were. Among 
computer science doctoral candidates, the percentage of women has increased in 

Women are still a small presence among  
those receiving degrees in engineering, where  

a large percentage of high-paying jobs have been  
and are predicted to increase in the future. 
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the past two decades, from 14 percent to 22 percent. Slightly larger changes can 
be seen among engineering doctoral students, where female participation has 
increased from 9 percent to 20 percent over the same period. 51 

Despite these gains, women remain far less likely than men to pursue the high-
est graduate degrees and ultimately careers in cutting edge scientific research—
careers that bring status power and higher salaries. This lack of women scholars 
at the top of the science and technologies pyramid boasts enormous implications 
for future generations of women.

Missing at the top: Women as role models 

The presence of a successful role model to inspire a career in any field is critical. 
In law and medicine there are a substantial number of women professionals work-
ing in the field, and a steady diet of popular media featuring women characters 

Still teaching, still earning less. Women continue to dominate primary and high school 
classrooms and are still dedicated to their profession even though society doesn't pay equitably for 
their efforts. {Brendan Hoffman, AP}
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litigating in the courtroom or curing patients of deadly diseases. But there are 
many fewer role models for women in engineering or the computer sciences. 

Overall, women make up less than 30 percent of full professors at four-year edu-
cational institutions.52 In engineering and the physical sciences the numbers are 
far smaller; in 2005, the American Institute of Physics found that only 10 percent 
of faculty members in physics were women.53 There are many physics depart-
ments in this country where women faculty number in single digits or are not 
present at all.

There are some innovative success stories of programs to attract and retain 
women in the sciences. In 2009, the fourth annual Conference for the Under-
graduate Women in Physics sponsored by NASA, the Department of Energy, and 
three participating research universities attracted more than 350 young female 
students from across the country. They came to network and to hear the dazzling 

Breaking into the laboratory. Women are now entering traditionally male-dominated fields 
such as chemistry in record numbers. {Nina Berman, Redux}
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I don’t know how many of you around 

the table are first-generation college 

graduates but that’s my reality, and so I 

don’t have those networks or the mom 

or dad who maybe are an attorney, right, 

who can pull in a special partner favor 

for us. We don’t have the moms and dads 

who can get us those great internships 

every summer. 

Delores in Los Angeles
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research talks of distinguished female physicists from places such as NASA’s Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory and the University of California Berkeley.54 Many of these 
students were from small colleges where there were no women on the faculty. Pre-
liminary results from the early years indicate that the conferences were influen-
tial in encouraging young women physicists to continue in graduate school. 

Professorial gains—graduate and professional degrees

Gender parity in graduate and professional education is one of the most remarkable 
accomplishments of the last third of the 20th century. In 1966, only 10 percent of 
all American doctorates were awarded to women. By 2008 that number had soared 
to about 50 percent. The same story holds for the professions, particularly law and 
medicine, which began with an even lower proportion of women students.55 

Minority students, particularly women, are also earning doctorates at a historic 
pace, though the numbers do not match their proportionate representation in the 
U.S. population. Today, minority students represent 24 percent of all graduate 
students, more than doubling their representation over the past 30 years. Female 
students of color have made the most significant gains. 56 

But once again, the distribution among the doctoral disciplines is not even. 
Women now receive half of the doctorates in the biological sciences but in the 
physical sciences, women are still struggling to enter a male bastion. In 2006, 
women received 30 percent of the doctorates awarded in the fields of physical sci-
ence and math, and only 22 percent of computer science degrees and 20 percent of 
engineering degrees.57

Science and engineering: Still a man’s world

The most troubling numbers show that while women earned 30 percent of the doc-
torates in the physical sciences in 2006, women still make up just 16.1 percent of 
the assistant professors on campuses, 14.2 percent of the associate professors and 
only 6.4 percent of the full professors. A 2009 survey by the National Research 
Council of the National Academy of Sciences found that women who receive 
Ph.D.s in the sciences, including the very popular biological sciences, are far less 
likely than men to seek academic research positions—the path to cutting-edge 
discovery—and are more likely to drop out early if they do take on a faculty post.58



The Shriver Report

Better Educating Our New Breadwinners
181

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Better Educating Our New Breadwinners

Unfortunately, the National Research Council report 
says its survey could not shed light on why women 
drop out at these critical transitions, but other new 
research clearly makes the connection between 
women’s concerns about the lack of family accom-
modation in scientific careers and the decision to 
leave. Data collected by the National Science Founda-
tion, for example, show that family formation—most 
importantly marriage and childbirth—account for 
the largest leaks in the pipeline between receiving a 
Ph.D. and the acquisition of tenure for women in the 
sciences. 59 Women who are married with children in 
the sciences have 37 percent lower odds of entering a 
tenure track position after receipt of their Ph.D. than 
married men with children. And they are 27 percent 
less likely than their counterparts to achieve tenure 
upon entering a tenure-track job (see Figure 4).60 

In contrast, single women without children are about 
as likely to attain a tenure track position as men. 
These findings illustrate that family formation, par-
ticularly marriage and childbirth together, is the most 
important reason why women with Ph.D.s in the 
sciences do not begin academic careers with tenure-
track jobs. What is surprising is that while marriage 
and childbirth often derail the tenure plans of women, 
they actually have a positive effect on the tenure of 
men. Close to 80 percent of men who have a child 
within five years of receiving their Ph.D. receive ten-
ure within 14 years, compared with about 70 percent 
of tenure-track faculty overall.61

The decision not to continue in a research science 
career often begins in graduate school. Family bal-
ance weighs heavily on the minds of students in 
considering their career choices. In a survey of 
8,000 University of California graduate students 
in all fields, 84 percent of women and 74 percent 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Who in your household has the  
most responsibility for caring for your 
elderly parents? 

Self

Other	family	member

41%

17%

2%

22%

16%

23%

23%

5%

28%

25%

Women Men

Spouse/partner

No	need/independent

Both	equally

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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of men registered the family friendliness of their future workplace as a serious 
concern. But they do not see their own universities meeting that goal. More than 
70 percent of women in the survey, and more than half of the men, did not con-
sider research universities to be family friendly. 62

The number of young women who want to pursue careers in academic science 
decreases by 34 percent over the course of their doctoral study, and the number of 
men decreases by 20 percent.63 Most women offer family balance concerns as a 
major component of their decision-making process. Graduate student women in all 
disciplines indicate that having a female role model in their department is critical 
in how they perceive the university as a family-friendly workplace. In the sciences, 
there are generally few women faculty, and even fewer who have children. Role 

Figure	4

Falling	off	the	tenure	track
In academia, women Ph.D.s struggle to gain tenured positions at colleges and universities

Married	women	with		
young	children

• 37 percent lower odds than married 
men with young children to get a 
tenure-track position

• 26 percent lower than married 
women without young children

• 32 percent lower than single 
women without young children

• 37 percent lower than single 
women with young children

Receiving	Ph.D.s Entering	a	tenure	track	position Achieving	tenure

Married	women	without		
young	children

• 10 percent lower odds than married 
men without young children to get 
a tenure-track position

• 8 percent lower than single women 
without young children

Married	women	with		
young	children

• 27 percent lower odds than married 
men with young children to get 
tenure

• 19 percent lower than married 
women without young children

• 10 percent lower than single 
women without young children

• 34 percent lower than single 
women with young children

Results are based on Survival Analysis of the Survey of Doctorate Recipients (a national biennial longitudinal data set funded by the National Science Foundation and others, 1979 to 1999) in all 
sciences, including social sciences. The analysis takes into account disciplinary, age, ethnicity, Ph.D. calendar year, time-to-Ph.D. degree, and National Research Council academic reputation rankings 
of Ph.D. program effects. For each event (Ph.D. to TT job procurement, or TT job to Tenure), data are limited to maximum of 16 years. 

Note: The use of NSF data does not imply the endorsement of research methods or conclusions.

Tenure Track
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models affect life decisions. In departments where women faculty with children are 
common, 46 percent of female respondents agreed that research universities were 
family friendly. Where they were uncommon, only 12 percent of women agreed.64 

Women scientists who do have children in graduate school are very unlikely to 
continue. The competitive race to achieve scientific breakthroughs and prove one-
self offers little respite for childbirth or child-rearing. The effect of parenthood on 
the choices of female doctoral students supported by federal grants (the source 
of support for most students in the sciences) is undeniable. Only a fraction of 
universities provide paid maternity leave or any other family accommodation for 
graduate students. They must often return to work in a very few weeks.65 

The consequences are telling. Forty-six percent of female respondents began their 
graduate studies working toward a faculty position in a research university, but 
babies changed that, resulting in only 11 percent of new mothers saying they now 
want to continue on that path.66 And once again, fatherhood for men similarly 
situated in graduate studies appears to have less impact. Fifty-nine percent began 
their doctoral programs planning to pursue a research-intensive academic career 
and 45 percent still plan to do so.67 

Men and women scientists who wish to pursue a scientific research career are 
usually expected to spend from one to five years as a postdoctoral fellow to 
enhance their research skills and number of publications following the receipt 
of the Ph.D. before they take a professorial position. The women who have taken 
this step are usually already in their thirties and are serious about their research 
careers. This also is the optimal age for childbearing in the United States and 
many will have children during their post doctoral years. 

Women scientists who do have children in  
graduate school are very unlikely to continue.  

The competitive race to achieve scientific 
breakthroughs and prove oneself offers little  

respite for childbirth or child-rearing. 



Learning and caring. Juggling children 
and the quest for a college degree is difficult 
but rewarding, as this young woman would 
tell you. {olivia barrionuevo}
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But, as with graduate students, childbirth often derails the scientific ambition of 
postdoctoral students. Forty-one percent of women graduate student scientists 
who have babies in the University of California system while working in a post 
doctoral position decide not to pursue an academic research career.68 This drastic 
shift by mothers away from a research science career following childbirth may be 
explained in part by the fact that only a handful of the major research universi-
ties offer any paid leave for graduate students and postdocs, and some have no 
leave policy at all.69 Unfortunately, students and postdocs are also sometimes 
openly discouraged from having children by their mentors, who explain that, as 
mothers, they will not be considered “serious scientists.”

This story is not just true for women scientists. It appears to be true across the 
board for highly educated women who prepare for careers that were previously 
dominated by men. Law and medicine are the most populous and, one might argue, 
the most esteemed of the male-dominated professions. Women now attend law 
school and medical school in fairly equal numbers to men. They train for and enter 
these male enclaves of power and privilege in large numbers, but, like women sci-
entists, most are not reaching leadership positions and lag behind men in salary. 

All male-dominated fields show a similar pattern. Based on a male workplace 
model, they are most demanding of their new employees during the first years 
when they must prove that they have the “right stuff.” These testing years usually 
involve focused commitment and grueling hours. Since these professions require a 
fairly long training period after colleges, women are usually in their thirties, their 
prime child-bearing years during these same trial years. Without support from 
their employer and the culture, they are far more likely than men to drop out or 
drop down to a less demanding level in the profession. For those who remain in the 
profession, their salaries are significantly lower: Female lawyers make 77 cents on 
the dollar of their male counterpoint, female doctors 59 cents.70

Only a handful of the major research universities 
offer any paid leave for graduate students and 
postdocs, and some have no leave policy at all.
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Where do we go from here?

While women have made tremendous progress in gaining access to all levels of 
education in the past 30 years, there remain several persistent problems that poli-
cymakers need to focus on in order to ensure that women have full access to all 
fields within education and to ensure that their education degrees will pay off:

• While women overall have dramatically increased their access to education, 
there are still some groups of women that lag far behind. Too few Hispanics, 
for example, are entering our four-year colleges. Hispanics represent only 
7 percent of four-year college students compared to 16 percent of community 
college students.

• At all levels of postsecondary education, women are still highly concentrated in 
the low-paying “helping” professions of health and education and not encour-
aged to enter the high-paying fields of the future, including mathematics, engi-
neering, and computer science.

• When women do receive degrees in fields that could lead to high-paying profes-
sions such as academia, law, or business, they face inflexible workplaces that do 
not allow them to combine work with family responsibilities, and thus too many 
of our highly educated women dropoff the career track for which they trained. 
When they do stay, they often earn less than their male counterparts because 
they are in less “prestigious” positions—they are primary care physicians 
instead of surgeons, biologists instead of physicists, and government attorneys 
instead of corporate law partners.

What can be done about these three persistent problems? Our government has 
already started to tackle the first two problems, which is heartening. Initiatives 
that work to address the high rate of high school dropouts and the lack of aca-
demic preparation for women who are underrepresented in education, particu-
larly Hispanics, will go a long way. And our government has begun to focus real 
attention on increasing representation of women in all fields, particularly science, 
engineering, mathematics, and technology. Congress has been investigating the 
problem and holding hearings on potential solutions. President Obama and others 
have urged equitable enforcement of Title IX as a tool to level the playing field for 
women in the sciences, just as it has done successfully for sports. 71 
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Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972 prohibits discrimination based 
on sex in educational programs and activities that receive federal financial assis-
tance.72 Congress modeled Title IX based on Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, or national origin 
in programs or activities that receive federal funds.73 The law conditions federal 
funding “on a promise by the recipient not to discriminate, in what is essentially a 
contract between the government and the recipient of funds.”74

Title IX has been used with great success to attract and retain women in athletic 
pursuits. Forty years ago it was assumed that more men participated in sports 
because women were disinterested. With the passage of Title IX, the number of 
women in high school sports grew 904 percent as these women saw an oppor-
tunity to participate competitively at the college level and perhaps even at a pro 
level. Of course, not all high school athletes achieve success in college, but even 
still, the number of women participating in sports at the college level increased 
456 percent over the same period.75 

A Title IX strategy could be applied to the currently sex-segregated and sex-
stereotyped patterns of education, beginning with high school education and 
continuing through community colleges all the way to advanced degrees. Title IX 
makes clear that gender stereotyping is prohibited, yet too few schools have the 
know-how or the resources to break down these historic patterns. And our gov-
ernment is only just beginning a serious effort to look at whether postsecondary 
education institutions are complying with Title IX when it comes to the science, 
technology, and math fields.76 

But Title IX isn’t the only answer. Women with family responsibilities need to be 
supported at all levels of education and once they enter the workforce. To support 
women scientists, federal agencies providing research grants, for example, could 
offer financial incentives to universities and colleges to include family accom-
modations, among them child care to attend conferences and paid family leave 
to encourage young graduate students in particular to continue their scientific 
careers. Similarly, more should be done to replicate the good work of community 
colleges and four-year colleges providing family-friendly support and child care 
as well as flexible class scheduling so that women (and their partners) can attain 
successive levels of education to boost their earnings in today’s economy.
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Getting down to business. Women now match men in the pursuit of business degrees. 
{Edlabdesigner, flickr}
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But the real answer may lay in the next chapter authored by Brad Harrington and 
Jamie Ladge on how businesses have and should respond to women’s entry into 
the workplace. Without businesses to support women’s rise to the top and support 
the everyday struggle of combining work and care, receiving a good education will 
never be enough.
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When we observe the Taliban burning down girls’ schools, we 

intuitively sense what’s at work. Cultures that stubbornly refuse to 

harness half their brainpower also happen to be the poorest places 

on earth. The two are directly connected. Now go to Los Angeles 

or New York. Early marriage, early motherhood, single motherhood, 

divorce—these don’t burn down girls’ schools, they burn down girls’ 

dreams. The net effect on our society is tragically similar to what has 

been wrought in a third-world country. 

Today the education of our children, particularly our girls, is not 

positioning our nation to lead the world in terms of our democracy 

or our economy. In science and mathematics education today, some 

nations do a better job for girls than does the United States. Within a 

few years, Indian and Chinese children may well be better positioned 

as scientists, mathematicians, and engineers than our children. 

Despite some progress, we know there is less access to math and 

science for girls. And while more young women are getting college 

degrees in some of the sciences, they remain flat in engineering, 

computer science, and mathematics. Why? “Study after study has 

shown that adults, both teachers and parents, underestimate the 

intelligence of girls,” observe education scholars Myra and David 

Sadker in their 1994 book Failing at Fairness.1 “Teachers’ beliefs that 

boys are smarter in mathematics and science begin in the earliest 

school years, at the very time when girls are getting better grades 

and equal scores on standardized tests.” 

Nor has this situation improved markedly since then. The American 

Association of University Women provides some important data 

in its series of studies on gender equity in schools in the 1990s. It 

Must Jill Come Tumbling After?
By Delaine Eastin, California superintendent of public instruction, 1995–2003
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points out girls make up a small percentage of students in computer 

science classes and that the gender gap widens between 8th and 

11th grade. To the extent that girls enter computer courses, they 

are more likely to take clerical courses, and less likely to enroll in 

advanced science and graphics courses. And to the extent that 

vocational and technical educational training exists in high schools, 

there is an institutionalization of sexist cultural norms that tends to 

stereotype by gender.2 

Forty years ago it was assumed that more men participated in sports 

because women were uninterested. With the passage of Title IX of the 

Education Act of 1972, the number of women in high school sports 

grew 904 percent.3 It turns out the girls were interested, as Barbara 

Richardson and Pamela Sandoval note in their 2007 study “Impact of 

Education on Gender Equity in Employment.”4 What other things are 

we that sure of that just aren’t so? 

Today’s children must be educated to the reality that virtually all 

of them will work 30 to 40 years outside the home—and there will 

be scant opportunities to go back later and try it again unless they 

have a good education foundation, argue Richardson and Sandoval. 

They’re right, of course. Every child must know it’s now or never. 

Education is the best path to liberty and justice for all. Jack and Jill 

must ascend the path on the same footing or America will stumble.

Endnotes

 1 Myra Sadker and David Sadker, Failing at Fairness: How Our Schools Cheat Girls (New 
York: Touchstone, 1994). 

 2 American Association of University Women, "Tech Savvy: Educating Girls in the New 
Computer Age" (2000), available at http://www.aauw.org/research/upload/techsavvy.pdf.

 3 Women’s Sports Foundation, “2008 Statistics – Gender Equity in High School 
and College Athletics: Most Recent Participation and Budget Statistics” (2008), 
available at http://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/Content/Articles/Issues/
General/123/2008-Statistics--Gender%20Equity-in-High-School-and-College-
Athletics-Most-Recent-Participation--Budge.aspx.

 4 Barbara Richardson and Pamela Sandoval, "Impact of Education on Gender Equity in 
Employment." In Susan Klein, ed., Handbook for Achieving Gender Equity Through 
Education, Second Edition (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2007).
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For those of us who come from low- and medium-income commu-

nities of color, women working as the only or primary breadwinner 

in the family is not a new phenomenon. In many of our families, 

there is rarely an economic choice between staying home and 

raising our children. Indeed, for decades, black, Latina and Asian 

women have been leaving their own families to cook, clean, and do 

the child-rearing in the homes of other families. 

This role as primary breadwinner is not necessarily a place of 

power. I am reminded of the image evoked by Cherrie Moraga in 

the title of her groundbreaking collection of essays “This Bridge 

Called My Back,” which told the tale of mothers of color journey-

ing into the job market to bridge the worlds of their families with 

the majority culture’s need for low-wage workers. So often that 

bridging between home—the barrio, the hood, and other places 

in America where the poor reside—and the workplace in order to 

feed one’s family has been a brutal burden.

Sometimes that burden includes violence, derision, and marginal-

ization. There is the undeniable physical and sexual victimization 

women of color suffer by men to remind them of their place—men 

who are either their spouses or their employers, or perhaps their 

ex-husbands or boyfriends. Or sometimes the imperative of work 

denies mothers of color full engagement with their children. They 

are absent in the evenings, unable to make PTA meetings, too busy 

to go over homework assignments, and too tired to simply enjoy 

their children’s laughter. 

Don’t Make This Bridge Our Back
By Malika Sada Saar, founder and executive director of the Rebecca Project for Human Rights
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Many mothers who are primary or sole breadwinners for their 

families, especially African Americans, also are derided for emascu-

lating their men, and hence held responsible for the overall pathol-

ogies of black America. Rarely are low-income, African American 

mothers honored for the endless sacrifices they make for their 

families’ health and economic well-being.

The question, then, at this transformative moment in American his-

tory, when most women—regardless of race, class, or ethnicity—are 

poised to become the primary breadwinners in their families, is how 

we ensure our economic ascent as a place of power, not injury, for 

all of us? On a policy level, it means passing legislation on health 

care reform, affordable child care, and comprehensive Early Start 

and Head Start programs. And it means paid maternity and pater-

nity leave, expanded access to higher education for low-income 

women, and flexible work hours for low-wage workers. 

But we cannot surrender the process of transforming the lives of 

women and families to government alone. There are the organic 

networks that ought to be nurtured. It is about the emergence of 

co-madre—“the mothering with,” or “co-mothering”—that we as 

women across race and income must commit ourselves to. The cre-

ation of co-madre communities can be places where mothers help 

each other out and raise up the sacredness of our mothering. 

Claiming our place of power requires that we demand public poli-

cies that protect and support all mothers in our capacity as primary 

breadwinners, and that we turn to each other as women, across the 

divides of race, ethnicity, and income, to be co-madres. If we can do 

that, then we will truly transform the United States into a woman’s 

nation—a pro-family nation.

Claiming our place 

of power requires 

that we demand 

public policies that 

protect and support 

all mothers in our 

capacity as primary 

breadwinners.



Nicole Bengiveno, The New York Times
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The company that finds the right formula to get the most out of the talent 
base? That’s the company that’s going to win. That’s the company that will 
be distinctive. And nowhere is that more true than with women,” argues 

Samuel DiPiazza, Global CEO of accounting giant PricewaterhouseCoopers. “And 
in PwC, where we have so many talented women in our team, how do we get more 
of them into leadership of the organization? To me, that’s the critical question.”1 

DiPiazza has put his insights into action: His firm is ranked one of the top five 
global companies to work for by DiversityInc, a leading publishing, research, and 
consulting firm on diversity and business. But his words and deeds aren’t simply 
about “doing the right thing” by promoting diversity, they are also smart busi-
ness. By sheer numbers, women are now on half of U.S. payrolls and they are 
granted more degrees than men. Women represent the fastest-growing segment 
of small-business owners, are responsible for making 80 percent of consumer 
buying decisions, and are inevitably becoming the driving force fueling economic 
growth.2 These numbers indicate that change for businesses large and small is 
inevitable, ready or not. 

Indeed, there is now such a strong business case for hiring, retaining, and promot-
ing women that increasingly companies of all sizes are beginning to rethink their 
structures, hiring practices, and human resources strategies to respond to the 

Business

Got Talent?  
It Isn’t Hard to Find

Recognizing and rewarding the value women  
create in the workplace

By Brad Harrington and Jamie J. Ladge
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workplace needs and expectations of women. These new efforts to bring women 
more fully into the American workforce at all levels benefit women and men alike. 
New research demonstrates that companies that consistently promote women 
to positions of power and leadership over time and across their operations have 
greater financial success across a variety of measures. 

Yet most companies haven’t done enough to incorporate women into their busi-
ness models. Nor have they made great strides in addressing the work-life 
conflicts that most workers, but especially women, face. The vast majority of 
companies in the United States still seem to be reluctant to embrace practices 
that will most effectively manage, promote, and retain women.3 Yet, for all work-
ers, conflict between what their families need and what their employers need can 
make it difficult to be both good workers and good family members. Since the bulk 
of care responsibilities continue to fall on women (although this has been slowly 
changing), women bear the brunt of the costs of not addressing these issues.

Women across the income spectrum are struggling to cope with work-family con-
flict because of these important gains in women’s participation in the workforce. 
For hourly workers, work-life conflict can have particularly dire consequences. 
Many hourly workers have very little control over their schedules and can be fired 
for being late or missing a day’s work due to a schedule conflict. For middle- and 
higher-income workers these same conflicts may be the reason that women don’t 
reach the upper echelons of their organizations as fast as men, and also the rea-
son that some leave the workforce altogether.4

We contend in this chapter that those employers who have made the adjust-
ments swiftly are reaping the benefits while those who have not are continu-
ing to embrace management practices that are out of step with the needs and 

New research demonstrates that companies that 
consistently promote women to positions of power and 
leadership over time and across their operations have 
greater financial success across a variety of measures. 
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desires of today’s workforce. The problem for most companies is that deeply 
entrenched corporate cultures often value people’s time over their efforts, which 
impedes the retention and promotion of women and others who demand greater 
flexibility over their schedules. 

The reality for all U.S. businesses, though, is clear: This change is unavoidable 
and organizations will need to change with it in order to thrive. The movement of 
women into the labor force has fundamentally altered the environment in which 
businesses function. 

The conversation is no longer about whether women will work, but rather how 
businesses are dealing with both women workers and most workers sharing in at 
least some home-and-family care responsibilities. 

This chapter juxtaposes the gains women have made with the barriers and chal-
lenges they continue to face. We then identify the changes in the way businesses 
operate that will allow women in the labor force to be successful. We conclude 
with a set of recommendations for both organizations and society as a whole to 
address the concerns and opportunities for women in business. 

Where are the women? 

What are women doing today? In spite of the much-heralded progress women 
have made in building careers, there is still a long way to go before women reach 
parity, especially in senior-level management positions. While it is encouraging 
to note that 38 percent of working women are employed in managerial, profes-
sional, and related occupations, a great many women in the United States remain 
employed in what might be seen as traditionally female occupations, such as sec-
retarial, nursing, or teaching. 

In terms of specific professions, women have obviously made progress across a 
broad spectrum of careers. For instance, more than half of accounting graduates 
are women and women make up about 54 percent of all accountants in the United 
States. Women of color represent nearly 30 percent of all female accountants.5 
Women also represent 45 percent of all associates in law firms and are generally 
equally represented in industries such as banking and insurance. 
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The professional area where women continue to have low representation is in 
engineering and science. In engineering for example, women earn only about 20 
percent of the degrees awarded in the United States, with the highest percentages 
of those being in chemical and industrial engineering (earning 30 percent or more.) 
The lowest percentages are in some of the largest disciplines such as mechanical 
and electrical engineering, in which women are represented at or below 18 percent, 
according to the National Science Foundation.6 

In 2008, 68 million women were employed in the United States. Seventy-five per-
cent worked full time. Twenty-five percent worked part time (35 hours or less). 
Women are more likely than men to work part time and not surprisingly, those 
with young children are the most likely to seek reduced work hours. The result for 
women is a still-pervasive wage gap, as Heather Boushey amply demonstrates in 
her chapter of this report.

The Corner Office. Many women lawyers have risen in the ranks of law firms but few occupy the 
coveted corner office. {CHESTER HIGGINS JR., The New York TImes}
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Advancing toward the C-Suite

Despite the progress women have made, as of July 2009, only 15 companies on 
the Fortune 500 list were run by female chief executives, and 14 of the next 501 to 
1,000 companies, according to Catalyst, the leading women’s nonprofit research 
organization.7 That’s less than 3 percent. Further, only 15.7 percent of corporate 
officer positions in Fortune 500 companies were held by women—and this number 
has not increased at all since 2002.8 These low numbers and the lack of progress 
in recent years suggest that it is not simply a time lag that results in the low 
number of women in senior management. It is also the effects of the so-called 

“leaky pipeline,” as women drop out of organizations’ talent management systems 
before they reach senior management positions. 

Despite low representation of women in senior-level roles, the proposition that 
corporate bottom lines are improved if women are full participants at every level 
in companies is now bolstered by a number of studies. Several recent studies 
conducted both in the United States and abroad show that when women are at 
the helm of major corporations, those companies enjoy greater financial success. 
Among them: 

• A 2001 Pepperdine University study led by the late marketing professor Roy 
Adler found that the 25 best corporations for women within the Fortune 500 list 
of companies (those that aggressively promoted women) had 34 percent higher 
profits compared to industry medians.9 

• A 2007 study conducted by Catalyst found that Fortune 500 companies with 
more female board members were more profitable than those with fewer or no 
women when using financial measures such as return on equity, return on sales, 
and return on invested capital. The top 25 percent of companies in terms of num-
ber of women on their boards of directors yielded a 13.9 percent return on equity 
compared to a 9.1 percent yield for companies in the bottom 25 percent in terms 
of number of women on their boards.10 

These are just a few examples of a range of recent studies that focus on the 
relationship between female executive leadership and corporate financial per-
formance. While we would not suggest that these studies provide indisputable 
evidence that women are better leaders than men, they do suggest that the ways 
women lead can yield positive organizational outcomes. 
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In their recent report “‘Girl Power’: Female Partici-
pation in Top Management and Firm Performance,” 
University of Maryland business professor Cristian 
Dezso and Columbia Business School professor 
David Gaddis Ross examined more than 1,500 U.S. 
companies from 1992 to 2006 and found strong indi-
cations that when women exert influence in positions 
of leadership and power, they get more beneficial 
results. This is due in part to their participatory and 
democratic style of leading, which tends to foster 
both creativity and teamwork.11 The benefits of hav-
ing women in these positions is now evident in the 
movement of more and more women into positions of 
leadership and influence outside the C-suite.

Hopping off the ladder 

For the vast majority of women (and men for that 
matter), reaching a C-suite level position is not 
very likely (or perhaps even desirable). The statis-
tics on educated women entering the workforce and 
the early but encouraging research we have out-
lined suggesting that women are highly effective in 
senior-level positions would lead one to ask: 

• Why aren’t women more equally represented  
at senior levels of the business organizations? 

• Why is the number of women at the top still  
so small? 

• Why are there so many leaks in the pipeline of 
women into leadership in corporate America? 

Later, we will discuss the underlying reasons that are 
thwarting women’s advancement, but first we con-
sider the alternative career paths of the professional 
women who are not pursuing the C-suite, and exam-
ine how business supports (or fails to support, as the 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: There 
would be fewer problems in the world 
if women had a more equal position in 
government and business?

Agree
69%

26%

3%

54%

36%

6%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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case may be) the vast majority of women who are working in occupations with 
little prospect of career advancement. 

Among the many reasons women hop off the career ladder is work-life conflict. 
Two options that many women pursue to address these conflicts are: “opting out” 
(or downshifting) and pursuing entrepreneurial careers. 

Off the career track

The term “opting out” was coined by Lisa Belkin in a 2003 New York Times Mag-
azine article. 12 While the piece was controversial and empirical research contra-
dicted the hypothesis that this is a widespread phenomenon, Belkin did rightly 
point out that many highly educated women leave their employers prematurely 
due to the barriers they encounter in the workplace and the challenge of inte-
grating work and family.13 

But opting out is not simply a response to inflexible schedules and problems rec-
tifying work-family conflict. In their 2006 book The Opt-Out Revolt, Lisa Mainiero 
and Sherry Sullivan point out that women are more likely to leave the workforce 
because their jobs are not satisfying or lack meaning. Many women, especially 
those at midlife, opt out because they do not feel valued.14 

A second option for women is to take on a reduced work schedule, working part time 
or job sharing. This approach, like opting out, is viable only for those families that 
can afford to live on less earnings. Women are far more likely than men to pursue 
reduced-hours arrangements in order to accommodate their caregiving demands. 
Unfortunately, employers appear to have an almost inexplicably high level of resis-
tance to establishing part-time professional positions. 

Many highly skilled women seek professional part-time roles where they can con-
tribute in meaningful ways, only to find that such roles pay poorly, are marginal-
ized, and often do not include benefits (not even on a pro-rated basis). The result 
is a serious talent drain that would be very easily remedied by employers simply 
letting go of an outdated belief that professionals and managers work full time. 

Overall, a quarter of women workers are employed part time (fewer than 35 hours 
per week), and most are employed in a relatively small number of occupations, 
with cashiers (6.3 percent), waitresses (5.1 percent), and retail sales (5.1 percent) 
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being the most common. As stated earlier, much of the overall gen-
der wage gap is due to women’s propensity to work part-time sched-
ules or take time out of the workforce to care for their children.15 
Unfortunately, for many employees, part-time work often carries 
with it a stigma, a serious lack of “good” opportunities, and a wage-
and-benefits penalty that limits career growth.

The entrepreneurial call

Another option that is an increasingly attractive alternative for 
many women has been to start their own companies. Data from 
2008–09 indicate that women are running more than 10 million 
businesses with combined sales of $1.1 trillion.16 Women are start-
ing these new companies mostly in industries where they have 
traditionally been well-represented as employees and line managers 
but not so often as owners and leaders.

Researchers at the Small Business Administration in 2008 took a 
deep dive into the data behind all this female entrepreneurial activ-
ity. They discovered that between 1997 and 2006, the number of 
women-owned businesses grew in number by 69 percent in service 
industries, 82.7 percent in professional services, 116.8 percent in 
arts and recreation services, 130 percent in retailing, 116.8 percent 
in real estate and 130 percent in the health care sector.17

The challenge, however, is that many women-owned businesses 
make very little money: Forty-six percent of women-owned com-
panies earn $10,000 or less and about 80 percent have annual 
revenues of less than $50,000.18 Despite the growing number of 
women entrepreneurs, only 3 percent of women-owned businesses 
have revenues of $1 million or more compared with 6 percent of 
men-owned businesses.19 

Pink-collar workers

The vast majority of women are not working in jobs that could take 
them high up the career ladder in a traditional, private-sector busi-
ness. Most women are working as secretaries and administrative 
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assistants in these businesses, as registered nurses in our hospitals, as teachers 
in our public schools, and as retail salespeople or cashiers. Table 1 shows the 10 
most prevalent occupations for employed women in the United States.

The story of how businesses support these women is quite different from the sto-
ries about professional women. One of the most common characteristics of many 

Starting a new company. Many women are starting their own companies in industries they have 
traditionally dominated, such as child care. {Najlah Feanny, Corbis SABA}
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of the jobs listed in Table 1 is that they are in the service sector and that many 
are hourly, not salaried. They may be subject to regular (or unexpected) shift 
changes, too many or too few hours, and wages that are low relative to compara-
bly skilled male-dominated occupations. They struggle with work-family con-
flicts just as professional workers do, but they earn much less, cannot afford to 
pay for high-quality child care or elder care, and often have far less control over 
their workdays. Since nonprofessional women make up the majority of women 
in the workplace, employers need to include them in their thinking about how to 
retain female talent overall.

The barriers women face in corporate America 

While women have come a long way in corporate America, progress, as we point 
out—especially at the highest echelons—is still slow. What are the major bar-
riers that help explain these numbers and why do women continue to trail their 
male counterparts?

The most common barriers women face as they navigate organizational life in 
corporate America are hardly new. They include the persistence of traditional 

Table	1

Top	10	occupations	for	women
Women still work mostly in traditionally female jobs

Occupation Millions	of	women Share	of	women	workers

Secretaries and administrative assistants 3.0 4.7

Registered nurses 2.5 3.8

Elementary and middle school teachers 2.4 3.7

Cashiers 1.9 3.0

Retail salespersons 1.6 2.5

Nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides 1.6 2.5

First-line supervisors/managers of retail 1.4 2.3

Waitresses 1.3 2.1

Bookkeeping, accounting, and auditing clerks 1.3 1.9

Receptionists and information clerks 1.2 1.9

Source: Center for American Progress analysis of the Center for Economic and Policy Research Extracts of the Current Population Survey Outgoing 
Rotation Group Files. Includes workers aged 18 to 64.  

Note: Number of women differs slightly from published BLS data due to rounding errors.  
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gender-based caregiving roles, exclusion from informal corporate networks, and 
gender differences embedded in male-dominated organizational cultures—all of 
which can lead to “organizational invisibility” for women and for women’s issues. 
We will explore each of these barriers in more detail to set the stage for what can 
and is being done in some leading organizations to create an environment that fos-
ters the engagement and development of key talent—and most especially women. 

The (perceived) problem with moms 

When it comes to challenges women continue to face, nothing compares to the 
issue of balancing (or integrating) their caregiving responsibilities with their 
work. In spite of the dramatic increase in the amount of time women spend in 
paid employment, the time mothers spend with children has declined very little 
over the past 30 years. This dual work-family role was termed the “second shift” 
by Arlie Hochschild in 1989 to describe women overloaded from working two full-
time shifts—at work and then at home.20 

The second-shift problem is still alive and well for most women today. Many stud-
ies have shown that men have increased their commitment to domestic tasks and 
child-rearing. In fact, according to Suzanne Bianchi, one of the country’s leading 
work-family scholars, men have more than doubled the time engaged in domes-
tic tasks and child-rearing over the past 40 years (from seven hours a week in 
1965 to 16.3 hours a week in 2005).21 But this represents only about half the time 
women with children dedicate to these roles—31.8 hours a week in 2005. 

Single and childless women seem to enjoy steady gains in organizational advance-
ment, but their progress very often slows when they become mothers. The so-
called “maternal wall,” a term coined by Deborah Swiss and Judith Walker in their 
1993 book Women and the Work/Family Dilemma, describes the frustration of many 
women in the upper echelons of corporations who found their workplaces less 
receptive to them when they became mothers.22 These women felt they were more 

When it comes to challenges women continue to face, 
nothing compares to the issue of balancing their 

caregiving responsibilities with their work. 



A lot of companies right now are so focused on 

cost cutting that they are really forgetting about 

benefits, whether it’s flexibility benefits, good 

internal communications—you know, the whole 

notion of mentoring employees and motivating 

them and reaching out to people. This is all stuff 

that five years ago I thought was finally beginning 

to happen in American business.

Esther in Silicon Valley



M
ar

k 
J. 

Se
ba

st
ia

n
, F

li
ck

r



212

The Shriver Report

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find

likely to be turned down for promotions, receive negative performance appraisals, 
be passed up for important assignments, and be viewed as less committed to their 
employers as a result of becoming mothers. 

Hitting the “maternal wall” often results in wage gaps and career discrimina-
tion. While childless women working in corporations earn nearly the same pay 
as their male counterparts, mothers earn 15 percent less on average than men 
and single mothers earn 40 percent less.23 The gender gap has narrowed over the 
last 30 years, but it clearly remains substantial. What is particularly problem-
atic is that most mothers across all wage levels rely on their incomes to support 
their families. The reason: Flat wage growth for most Americans over the past 
two decades, in tandem with most layoffs—especially in this Great Recession—
occurring in traditionally male-dominated industries, have left women as key 
and sometimes the sole breadwinners. 

It is critical to point out that these dual responsibilities do not apply only to 
parenting. In the 2002 National Study of the Changing Workforce, 35 percent of 
female and male employees said they had significant elder care responsibilities—
a trend that continues to persist as Americans live longer and require greater care. 
Elder care is an enormous looming problem that will profoundly impact the U.S. 
labor force and businesses in coming years. 

Unlike child care, where physical care gets easier over a relatively predictable 
time frame, elder care has a far less predictable time frame and increases in dif-
ficulty as the health of the person being cared for worsens. Caring for a child can 
also be uplifting and can offer many psychological benefits; caring for elders is 
often psychologically debilitating. And elder care costs are significantly higher 
than child care, involving private care and nursing homes for families who can 
afford it and lengthy time off or careers deferred or upended for those who cannot. 

While childless women working in corporations 
earn nearly the same pay as their male counterparts, 

mothers earn 15 percent less on average than men 
and single mothers earn 40 percent less.
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While men’s roles in elder care tend to be more equal with women’s than in child 
care, these caregiving roles occur at significant times in women’s careers.

No “old girl” networks

The second major problem faced by working women pertains to all women, not just 
those with significant dependent care issues. The famed “old boy” network doesn’t 
really exist for women in most companies. Such networks are critical to forging 
relationships with mentors, sponsors, and other important social connections that 
facilitate work effectiveness and career development. Informal networking also 
fosters collaboration and social support and enhances relationships.24 Yet many 
women, and African American women in particular, have difficulty networking 
with individuals at higher levels of the organization, particularly if those individu-
als are predominantly white and male (which, most of the time, they are).25 

In their study of black and white professional women, University of South Africa 
Professor Stella Nkomo and Dartmouth Professor Ella Bell found that only 59 per-
cent of African American women in the United States reported having white men 
in their professional networks. The women in their study explained that informal 
networking is the key to visibility in the workplace and that without access there 
are limited opportunities for growth and advancement. 

White women also struggle to navigate informal networks in organizations that 
are particularly male-dominated. Without formal mechanisms for women and 
minorities to become a part of the network, this can remain a significant impedi-
ment to progress. Exclusion from informal aspects of the organization can often 
leave women feeling isolated and disconnected from their peers, work, and institu-
tions. Seemingly simple things such as joining colleagues for happy hour are often 
impossible for caregiving women, while single women face barriers to socializing 
with their married male colleagues or supervisors because of misconceptions that 
may arise, or due to the fact that these are often couples-only events. 

The invisible woman in a male-dominated culture

Finally, women face the challenge of working in organizations whose character and 
culture have largely been forged by males. While discussions of culture are often 
more amorphous and organizational responses and solutions are frequently less 
clear, it would be a mistake to ignore this critical impediment to women’s success. 
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Studies show that men and women communicate, lead, and negotiate differently, 
with serious implications for women.26 Georgetown Professor Deborah Tannen’s 
work from the mid-1990s showed stark differences in how men and women com-
municate and the implications for women in the workplace.27 Tannen found that 
men communicate to preserve status in group settings while women use commu-
nication as a means to gain intimacy and closeness with others.

Several other studies show differences in how men and women negotiate for 
resources in the workplace. While managers try to give employees equal access 
to resources, women often get shortchanged because they don’t ask for resources 
as frequently as men.28 Women, it seems, ask for less due to gendered behavioral 
expectations—they don’t want to appear too aggressive.29 As a result, women 
give the appearance that they lack the skills to negotiate and claim authority in 
the workplace. 

Scholars have also looked at potential differences in leadership styles between 
men and women. In Ways Women Lead, University of California at Irvine Profes-
sor Judy Rosener found that men tend to use more delegating, transactional lead-
ership whereas women use a more transformational style by sharing their power 
and information in a participative approach.30 This is in line with other research 
that supports the notion that transformational leaders inspire others to be more 
engaged, committed, and creative, which can lead to improved overall organiza-
tional effectiveness.31 

But other studies find those differences are more of a myth based on gendered 
expectation of differences rather than actual behavioral differences.32 In their recent 
book Through the Labyrinth: The Truth About How Women Become Leaders, North-
western University and Wellesley College faculty members Alice Eagly and Linda 

Women often get shortchanged because they don’t ask 
for resources as frequently as men. Women, it seems, 
ask for less due to gendered behavioral expectations—

they don’t want to appear too aggressive.
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Carli posit, “There is no defensible argument that men 
are naturally, inherently, or actually better suited to 
leadership than women are.”33 

These invisible assumptions are the foundation of 
most organizational cultures. They are forged in 
male-dominated senior management meetings and 
in informal networks that often exclude women. Con-
sequently, the ways women instinctively respond to 
business situations may not conform to the widely 
accepted, and yet untested, cultural norms of orga-
nizations.34 This can create significant problems for 
working women.35 

Regardless of whether these differences are real or 
perceived, they often leave women at a disadvantage 
in traditionally male-dominated environments where 
masculine styles are expected and rewarded. Busi-
ness organizations often cling to one interpretation of 
what effective leadership is rather than capitalizing on 
the strength of diverse styles of leadership. That may 
explain why we have yet to see a woman at the helm of 
a major company in male-dominated industries such 
as automotives, construction, and manufacturing. 

The result is that women are faced with a double bind 
in many organizations—either staying true to their 
core values or adopting the masculine values and 
traits that are dominant in their organizations. When 
they enact the former approach they may be seen as 
too feminine, and when they enact the latter they can 
be viewed as trying to be something they are not.36 
Likewise, when women take advantage of programs 
such as flexible work arrangements they are viewed 
as less committed or ambitious because doing so 
runs counter to “ideal worker” norms, which assume 
workers have no lives outside of their organizations.37 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Women 
need to behave more like men to be 
taken seriously in the workplace?

Agree
27%

71%

1%

23%

74%

2%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.





New Types of business leaders. Chairman 
and CEO of Avon Products Inc. Andrea Jung at 
the celebration of International Women's Day with 
the Virtue Foundation at the Global Summit for a 
Better Tomorrow at The United Nations. 

At far left, actress and Avon Global Ambassador 
Reese Witherspoon speaks as Jung listens at a 
press conference before announcing the United 
Nations Development Fund for Women partner-
ship with Avon to promote an end to violence 
against women through economic empower-
ment at the United Nations. 
{Photo credits clockwise from far left: KOESTER AXEL, CORBIS;  
Ben Baker; Getty Images for Bragman Nyman Cafarelli; 
Michael Nagle, Getty Images}
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Indeed, women fare better in newer industries such as high technology that recog-
nize and reward differences rather than old-line companies that value masculine 
ways of knowing and doing.38 And it is these innovation-led companies that will be 
the driving force of the U.S. economy in the 21st century—not just big high-tech 
companies but the many small- and medium-sized businesses. Women will do 
well in these companies and the companies will do well in turn as more and more 
women take more and more positions of responsibility throughout their ranks of 
these businesses amid changing workplace structures in the coming years. 

How companies are responding

Some leading companies have rethought some of their core principles and have 
been willing to alter longstanding management practices—embracing a more 
flexible approach to doing business that recognizes the new realities facing 
workers and their families. But most U.S. companies have not. There is ample 
evidence that those who have embraced change are reaping significant benefits 
and that there are three primary needs of women in business that employers 
need to address: 

• Work-life and flexibility programs that enable women to adjust their everyday 
work schedules, especially women in low- and middle-salary ranges where these 
types of programs are noticeably absent

• Career development programs that take into account the fundamental changes 
in the relationship between workers and their employers and that recognize 
that career development should not assume a “one-size-fits-all” human 
resource development strategy 

Women are faced with a double bind in 
organizations—staying true to their core values  
or adopting the masculine values and traits that  

are dominant in their organizations. 
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• Inclusive work environments in which women’s diversity of inputs into company 
decision making reap the best benefits for businesses 

These three sets of workplace initiatives are clearly interrelated, but each needs to 
be examined separately to underscore their importance and the overall benefits to 
companies, women, and their families alike. 

Work-life and flexibility programs

Since the mid-1980s, leading-edge organizations have been exploring ways to 
help their workforces minimize the conflict inherent in successfully integrating 
the work and family domains. Offerings can run a very broad spectrum, from on-
site child care to flexible work schedules to telecommuting. The need for these 
organizational policies became more prominent due to the rise in professional 
working women and dual-career couples, but it would be a mistake to assume that 
such initiatives are only valued by women. A 2005 Fortune magazine article, “Get 
a Life!”, for example, reported the results of a study of Fortune 500 male execu-
tives. These men made the case in no uncertain terms that flexibility is critically 
important for them, too. For instance, 84 percent of the participants in the Fortune 
study said they would like job options that allow them to realize their professional 
aspirations while having more time for things outside of work. And 87 percent 
said companies that do so will have a competitive advantage attracting talent.39 

The good news is that there are proven benefits for both employers and employees 
when companies institute flexible work schedules. A 2002 study by the Families 
and Work Institute, for example, found that when employees have greater access 
to flexible work arrangements, they are more committed and loyal to their employ-
ers and are willing to work harder than required to help their employers be suc-
cessful.40 Other studies have found significant cost savings and other benefits as 
a result of offering flexible work arrangements. Case in point: The professional 
services consultancy Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu estimates a savings of $41.5 mil-
lion in 2003 in reduced turnover costs by retaining employees who would have left 
if they did not have a flexible work arrangement.41 

Workplace flexibility also improves the productivity of workers and can reduce 
the level of employee stress, which is a leading cause of unscheduled absences.42 
Furthermore, worker flexibility facilitates commitment to the job.43 Examples of 
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these programs abound. Hewlett-Packard Co., one of the world’s leading technol-
ogy companies, has offered flexible hours to virtually all employees since the early 
1970s. Or consider International Business Machines Corp., which designates 40 
percent of its 330,000-person workforce as virtual workers—meaning they work 
from client sites or from home, not IBM offices. 

Other companies boast compressed workweeks for all of their employees in 
specific business units, among them Raytheon Co.’s missile systems business. 
Under this arrangement, every employee can work nine days over two weeks, not 

The tradeoffs working mothers make. This businesswoman works at her home office while 
her elder son does his homework. Millions of working mothers—and fathers—have to make often 
difficult trade-offs when it comes to work and family. {Rolf Oeser, The New York Times}
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including weekends, allowing them every other Friday off to take care of personal 
or family issues. And some highly successful companies, among them Intel Corp., 
follow traditional maternity leaves with a “new parent reintegration process,” 
which allows up to one year of integration time following leave for new parents. 
During this time, an employee might work part time for 6 to 12 months and get 
access to a variety of forms of scheduling flexibility.44 

Phased retirement programs also are growing in popularity and seem particu-
larly appropriate in light of the aging workforce population. Phased retirement 
programs allow employees to “ease” into retirement in stages by gradu-
ally decreasing hours worked over a period of months or years. This allows a 
smoother transition to retirement or into a new role during traditional retire-
ment years and minimizes the adverse impacts of going from full-time work to 
an unstructured retirement. Businesses that utilize these kinds of flexible work 
arrangements have experienced dramatic improvements in productivity, loyalty, 
employee retention, and cost reduction.45 

But offering these programs alone often is not enough to address the needs of 
working women. Indeed, many women (and men) are highly reluctant to utilize 
flexible work arrangements for fear they will be perceived by their employers as 
less committed. Women and men need to feel supported and respected for their 
flexible work choices and the benefits of offering these programs, for the employer 
and the employee, need to be highlighted.46 

Moreover, such flexibility should not be limited to white-collar workers. Hourly 
workers benefit greatly from flexible work options. Studies conducted by the Boston 
College Center for Work & Family47 and Corporate Voices for Working Families48 
found that flexibility programs for hourly employees are just as successful as those 
created for professional employees. Companies in a wide range of industries, includ-
ing hotel giant Marriott and the national drugstore chain CVS, have invested heav-
ily in addressing the work-life challenges of their hourly employees. The benefits 

Workplace flexibility improves the productivity of 
workers and can reduce the level of employee stress, 
which is a leading cause of unscheduled absences.
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of such programs for companies are similar to those 
experienced by companies offering these programs to 
their white-collar workforces—savings in recruitment 
and retention costs, improved productivity, and much 
greater employee engagement. 

But too few companies are offering these kinds of 
programs to hourly or low-wage workers. While 
some hourly workers face rigid work schedules, with 
very little ability to alter their work hours, others 
must deal with constantly fluctuating work sched-
ules, including the precise work hours and amount 
of work hours, both of which may vary dramatically 
from week to week. The most effective dimension for 
improvement depends on the type of work schedule 
the worker faces. For workers on rigid work sched-
ules, meaningful input into work schedules is key. 
For workers on unpredictable work schedules, pre-
dictability is key. For workers whose hours fluctuate, 
stable work schedules are key. And for those workers 
subject to challenging work schedules that are resis-
tant to change, such as those who work overnight, 
strategies to mitigate the negative effects of those 
challenges will be key. 

Career development

In addition to flexibility, women also need invest-
ment in their development. Companies need to help 
women thrive in the workplace to reap long-term 
benefits. Increasingly, the need to navigate careers 
while maintaining work-life integration has become 
an enormous challenge for all working people and 
their employers. Organizational careers within 
one company are increasingly a thing of the past 
and families’ structures are very different today 
than they were 20 to 30 years ago. Today, employ-
ers and employees alike are fast moving toward a 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Employers 
should be required to give workers more 
flexibility in their work schedules?

Women	working	full	time
81%

86%

85%

83%

16%

12%

12%

13%

Agree Disagree

Women	working	part	time

Professional	women

Blue-collar	women

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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self-directed career model that noted career scholar Douglas T. Hall of Boston 
University has termed the “protean career.”49

A protean career puts individuals squarely in charge of steering their own career 
development, but supporting greater flexibility, creating customized careers, and 
ensuring that individuals have the competence to navigate the myriad of career 
options cannot be left to chance. It requires a coordinated effort that modi-
fies organizational human resource policies and stresses shared responsibility 
between organizational leaders and individual contributors to create win-win 
solutions for the organization and its members.50 

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu provides an excellent example of an employer that 
has taken an aggressive leadership position in protean career approaches. Its 
program, “Mass Career Customization,” enables employees to create individu-
alized career goals that take into consideration obligations outside of work. 
Deloitte’s MCC program grew out of a women’s initiative within the company, 
but it is now being used across the board for individuals regardless of level in 
the organization, age, or gender. 

For career development programs to work effectively, companies also need orga-
nizational mentors.51 Women and minority group members often struggle to find 
effective mentors within their organizations because these one-on-one relation-
ships typically evolve informally. But the lack of mentors for minorities or female 
employees in the higher echelons of a company make this difficult.52 There are two 
things that organizations can do to help foster effective mentoring for women in 
light of the small number of senior female executives. 

First, companies can develop formal mentoring programs. Many large compa-
nies, including the accounting and consulting firm KPMG, assign all new interns 

Women and men need to feel supported and  
respected for their flexible work choices and  

the benefits of offering these programs, for the 
employer and the employee, need to be highlighted.



224

The Shriver Report

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find

and employees a formal mentor. The formality of the arrangement is sometimes 
challenging, as most mentoring relationships evolve in an informal manner. The 
existence of a mentoring culture within the organization can help to overcome 
some of the artificiality of the relationships inherent in formal mentor-mentee 
matching services. It also ensures access to mentors for diverse employees 
who may not otherwise have an easy time developing mentoring relationships 
through informal channels. 

Second, companies need to recognize the importance and usefulness of employee 
networks. A woman’s network, for example, which may be made up of peers, 

The importance of mentoring. Women in senior positions in some companies are taking their 
younger coworkers under their wings. {Marc Asnin, Redux}
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subordinates, and managers, can provide others in the network with the psycho-
social and career support they need. IBM and the pharmaceutical company Merck 
are examples of large, global organizations that have invested heavily in develop-
ing and supporting these employee groups.53 

Inclusive work environments

Finally, women (and minorities) in the workforce need to be recognized and 
rewarded for their differences rather than being encouraged to fit outdated 
norms. Many organizations have developed diversity initiatives, but such 
programs can segment diverse groups by demographics rather than creating 
heterogeneous groups that would allow the members to explore and learn from 
their differences. Research shows that when diversity is viewed as strength and 
there is a high level of acceptance of distinct viewpoints, organizations benefit 
because it allows for a broader range of perspectives and unique contributions.54 

What’s more, when women and minorities feel respected for their differences, they 
will be more “retainable.” Companies that offer diversity and inclusion programs 
can benefit handsomely for the effort. These efforts typically include:

• Management and employee diversity training programs
• Succession planning systems aimed at increasing the representation of under-

represented groups in higher-level roles
• Employee networks and affinity groups for women and minorities
• A wide menu of programs and policies crafted to respond to a variety of employee 

needs and family situations in different cultural contexts
• Access, recognition, and awards programs for nonwork obligations, such as lead-

ership efforts in the community and volunteer work55

When differences are recognized and rewarded, women and other minority groups 
feel more comfortable raising issues that promote their well-being. Jane Dutton 
and her colleagues from the University of Michigan found in their 2002 study 
that women take cues from their environment that influence whether they are 
willing to raise gender-equity issues in their workplaces. Their study found that 
demographic patterns, qualities of top management, and qualities of the organiza-
tional culture each served as indicators as to whether women would feel comfort-
able voicing their concerns.56 
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PepsiCo has been one of the pioneer U.S. corporations in promoting and reward-
ing women and minorities. As we mentioned, while only 16 percent of Fortune 500 
corporate officers are women, as of 2009, 33 percent of PepsiCo’s executives and 
30 percent of its board of directors are women. The organization has a long history 
of both developing and promoting women, which is a major part of the firm’s overall 
business strategy and success.57 Since 2006, when Indra Nooyi took the helm, reve-
nues have increased by nearly 10 percent, despite slow economic growth. In addition, 
over the past decade, the company’s share price has increased more than 50 percent 
while the Dow has gone down by nearly 18 percent during that same period. 

More and more companies today recognize the advantages of promoting women 
throughout their organizational structures, yet there remain clear glass ceilings—
organizational barriers to the advancement of women throughout their careers. 

Where do we go from here?

The Great Recession may mark a turning point for women in the workplace. As 
some of the old icons of American industry struggle to survive, management prac-
tices that were seen as innovative in the early- to mid-20th century will be chal-
lenged because of new technologies, changing consumer needs, and contemporary 
workforce education, demographics, and values. Now is the ideal time to let go of 
outdated management frameworks that no longer foster employee engagement or 
facilitate desired organizational outcomes, given the increasing diversity of the 
American workforce.

For cultural shifts to occur across businesses and industries large and small, there 
needs to be a shift in U.S. policy around work-family issues, flexibility, and diver-
sity. Despite its position as a global economic leader and a leader in the advance-
ment of equality for women, our nation continues to show little appetite to address 
the needs of working women and families through government policy. In a study of 
the maternity policies of 168 countries, for example, the United States ranked at 
the bottom in terms of time and financial support provided for maternity leave.58 
And the lack of provision of medical insurance and caregiving all strongly suggest 
that the United States falls far below many less prosperous countries in the provi-
sion of the basic policies that would support families, specifically the U.S. working 
women who are primarily responsible for the care of these families.
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At the helm. PepsiCo CEO Indra Nooyi at a lunch meeting with other top executives at the 
company's headquarters in Purchase, New York. {Mark Peterson, Redux}
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To summarize, there are five key points that need to be clearly understood:

1. Women make up more than half the talent that is available for corporate Amer-
ica, and their outstanding performance in educational institutions—especially 
higher education and professional schools—demands that employers create 
workplaces that attract, retain, develop, and exploit (in the best sense of the 
word) this tremendous resource. 

2. While we have grown and changed as a society over the past 30 years and women 
have reached greater equality in the workplace, life outside the workplace still 
places enormous and highly unequal challenges and demands on women. This 
must be understood and addressed by corporations and society as a whole. Other-
wise, the unparalleled talent that women bring to business will always be under-
utilized as disillusioned women play roles that are well beneath their abilities and 
become part of the so-called leaky talent pipeline as they leave their employers. 

3. The highest impact actions employers can take to increase women’s contributions 
and enhance their progress cost very little. Such actions involve letting go of out-
dated mental models such as the idea that there is only one place that work gets 
done, one way to structure a workday, one model for the ideal career, and one lead-
ership style that works in today’s workplace. Flexible work arrangements, flexible 
career paths, and new leadership styles better meet the needs of today’s diverse 
workforce but also today’s flexible and fast-changing economic environment.

4. Many companies are putting forward progressive workplace policies for women, 
but too few of these companies include policies that apply to workers who are at 
the low and middle end of the company pyramid. All workers need policies that 
meet the changed realities of work and family, not just high-end workers.

Despite its position as a global economic leader  
and a leader in the advancement of equality 

 for women, our nation continues to show little 
appetite to address the needs of working women  

and families through government policy.



The Shriver Report

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find
229

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Got Talent? It Isn’t Hard to Find

5. Too few businesses have taken the initiative to change workplaces on their own. 
Government has a real role to play in incentivizing businesses to update their 
employment policies.

In closing, the support that women need to be successful is not different from the 
support all working people need. Women’s responsibilities for childbearing and 
caregiving, and their lack of access to positions of authority in business, simply 
make women’s needs far more acute. If the United States is truly to be a success-
ful economic engine and role model for the 21st-century global economy, it will 
be because we found a way to fully utilize the human potential that exists in this 
country. Now is the time to replace outmoded ways of operating with progressive 
and proven new models of leadership in organizations that will help us achieve 
that objective. 
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We need to move money front and center in this conversation.  

Not later. Right now. 

I am excited that “A Woman’s Nation Changes Everything” is bring-

ing such formidable intellectual power to bear on the vitally impor-

tant topic of how women’s evolving role in every facet of society can 

be better served by corporate and legislative policy. But all of our 

best efforts will be for naught if we don’t focus on the real catalyst 

for change—altering the dysfunctional relationship many women 

have with money, especially women who are struggling to survive 

in abusive relationships but also including those many women who 

are now coming to terms with the “power of the purse” as the new 

breadwinners in American society. 

It starts with basic financial literacy. In the recent Prudential study 

“Financial Experience & Behaviors Among Women,” less than 25 per-

cent of the women surveyed said they are “very well prepared” to 

make financial decisions.1 Women are grappling with everyday 

spending, savings, and investment decisions, often after earning the 

lioness’ share of the family income, yet they feel overwhelmed and 

underqualified to put that hard-earned money to work. How can 

we expect women who cannot understand or manage their own 

family finances to climb the ladder at a Fortune 500 company? 

Until women accept the need to make themselves a priority, they 

will continue to struggle to find their way in the new world order. 

Women need to feel great about using their hard-earned money to 

fund a Roth IRA rather than using the money to buy more things 

their already cared-for kids don’t really need. Women need to say no 

when asked to co-sign a loan because they know it may jeopardize 

Money Matters
By Suze Orman, best-selling personal finance expert
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their own credit score and financial security. To allay very real bag-

lady fears,2 women must see the value of paying down their mort-

gage to ensure a secure retirement rather than sending that money 

to a grown child with a full-time job and ample income to help pay 

down student loan debt. 

The money disconnect is just as pervasive for stay-at-home moth-

ers. Please let’s not lose sight of this vitally important subset of our 

female population. I am talking about stay-at-home moms who 

come to me for advice on how to ask their partner for money since 

he is the one earning the money. I tell them: You don’t ask. You 

share. A woman needs to understand her equal value to her family. 

She needs to respect herself. She needs to not put herself on sale. 

Then there are the mothers, daughters, sisters, aunts, female employ-

ers, employees, and friends who spend every last penny they have 

helping everyone else without considering the personal impact it will 

have. I’ve learned in my career that when it comes to money, women 

feel as if the goal of their money is to take care of others before they 

use it to take care of themselves. Women fail to see how saying yes 

out of love, or out fear of what others will think or do to them, is so 

wrong and dangerous if it robs them of their own financial security.

If you are a woman and are uncomfortable with what I just said, 

you are most likely living evidence of what I am talking about. You 

probably think it is crass or myopic to lay so much responsibility at 

money’s feet, because you aren’t comfortable with money in your 

own life. Please understand that I more than most know all about 

the breadwinner phenomenon. I know the stress that comes from 

making my own way in life, losing everything I had or could borrow, 

and then clawing my way back into the black to take control of my 

own life and my own business.

Men often reach for the metaphor “winning a ballgame” to describe 

negotiations, but women opted for the victim’s metaphor of “going 

to the dentist.” It’s hard to thrive in the workplace with that mindset. 

Women are grappling 

with everyday 

spending, savings, and 

investment decisions, 

often after earning 

the lioness’ share of 

the family income.
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Whether the negotiation is a salary, a business deal, or a delicate bit 

of office politics, a woman can’t succeed if she lets herself be pushed 

around rather than pushing her own agenda.  I agree that there are 

very real cultural and corporate biases that hold women back. But I 

do not agree on any level with the notion that the main solutions to 

these challenges are solely institutional. 

What needs to be fixed, first and foremost, is utterly personal. 

Women must own the power to control their destiny. They must 

want to own that power. They must feel it is okay to give to them-

selves as much as they give of themselves. I do not say this as an 

indictment. My message is not one of shortcoming or failure. I am 

inspired and awestruck by all that women are achieving today, at 

how far women have progressed professionally, personally, and 

culturally, compared to their mothers and grandmothers. I am ask-

ing that we focus on how we can push the amazing evolution of 

women’s role in society into its next phase where women embrace 

their money and therefore their power.

The challenge is how do we make this happen? Don’t expect or even 

want someone else to do it for you. Don’t wait for someone else 

to legislate it for you. Don’t ask someone else to manage it on your 

behalf. That’s the definition of powerlessness, and too often it is 

exactly how women still navigate this new world of ours. 

Until now. We can change this once and for all. We can chart a 

course that redefines a woman’s relationship with money. Recogniz-

ing that women have the tools to embrace their role as a major eco-

nomic force in our country means we are indeed a woman’s nation. 

Now let’s transform it into a powerful woman’s nation. It all starts 

right here and right now. 

Women must own 

the power to control 

their destiny. 
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I got my first job in high school in the 1960s because of President Lyndon Johnson’s 

War on Poverty, working after school for the minimum wage of $1.40 an hour. That 

may not sound like much, but it was certainly more than the $6 a day my mother was 

earning as a full-time domestic worker. 

My mom was and still is an inspiration to me. She refused to let my six siblings and me 

dwell on the fact that we didn’t have a great deal. She would sacrifice to pay her poll tax in 

Texas, her church tithe, and her NAACP dues. And she deeply believed in volunteering for 

good causes. So early on, living and working—especially as a young woman of color and 

the daughter of Georgia Louise Leslie—meant struggle and determination and strength. 

My outlook expanded and changed in 1972 when I joined the union movement. 

When I went to work for the American Federation of State, County and Municipal 

Employees, or AFSCME, in Los Angeles, I had the chance to work on behalf of equal 

pay for women who had joined together with their union sisters and brothers to 

seek higher wages, greater benefits, and a better life. That changed my life.

I’ll never forget the women I met in those days. Years later, I went back to visit with 

them where they worked and to find out how they were doing. They told me that 

because of their union contracts they had the chance to buy their first homes or 

their first cars, or to send their kids to college. It was uplifting. 

What I’ve discovered over the past 37 years is the same thing millions of other 

women know so very well. They can tell you that union membership isn’t as 

important for women as it is for men—it is far more important for women. All too 

often, women are the first to be laid off, or denied a raise, or discriminated against, 

or passed by for promotions. 

What I first witnessed with public-sector workers in California many years ago is still 

true all over our nation. I’ve seen that with a union, a telephone operator can own 

A Woman’s Place Is in Her Union
By Arlene Holt Baker, executive vice president, AFL-CIO
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a home. An assembly line worker can have health insurance and a 

vacation. A service rep can have a secure pension.

According to the most recent statistics, full-time working women 

with union cards are paid 32 percent more than nonunionized 

sisters.1 Moreover, women in unions are far more likely to have 

job-based health insurance (75 percent compared to 51 percent 

for nonunion women)2 and defined-benefit pensions (a staggering 

77 percent compared to 20 percent for nonunion women).3

There’s a powerful lesson in all of this. Every generation has its own 

mission for justice. In the past it was demanding the right to vote, 

marching against the sweatshops where young women were kept 

in terrible poverty, and fighting in the courts and Congress for our 

civil rights. Some of those missions were successful. Other mis-

sions continue.

For our own generation, I deeply believe that our mission today in 

a woman’s nation is to help our sisters and daughters achieve eco-

nomic security and find a place in the middle class. And I know that 

the best way to do that is to enable millions more women to join 

the union movement and win a better life for themselves and their 

co-workers. I know the difference it can make. It’s my dream, and I’ll 

do everything I can for as long as I can to help make it come true.

Endnotes

 1 AFL-CIO, "The Union Difference: Union Advantage by the Numbers" (January 2009), 
available at http://www.aflcio.org/joinaunion/why/uniondifference/upload/advan-
tage_0109.pdf.

 2 John Schmitt, "Unions and Upward Mobility for Women Workers" (Washington: 
Center for Economic and Policy Research, 2008), available at http://www.cepr.
net/documents/publications/unions_and_upward_mobility_for_women_work-
ers_2008_12.pdf.

 3 AFL-CIO, "Union Workers Have Better Health Care and Pensions" (2009), available at 
http://www.aflcio.org/joinaunion/why/uniondifference/uniondiff6.cfm.
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I wear a ring on my left hand next to my wedding ring every 

day. This ring was given to my grandmother by my great-grand-

mother, who was the first president of Rochester, New York’s 

Planned Parenthood chapter in the time of Susan B. Anthony. My 

grandmother remembers her mother standing tall in the face of 

priests banging loudly at the door of her house, protesting that my 

great-grandmother was teaching women about birth control in a 

time when only “people of ill repute” considered such a thing. 

Then the ring was passed down from my grandmother, who later 

became president of the Rochester Planned Parenthood chapter, to 

my mother, who is a strong feminist in her own right. She worked 

for many years as a social worker for Prince George’s County Family 

Services in Maryland.

My mom passed the ring to me when I turned 16. For me, the ring is 

an ever-present historical anchor, reminding me that women in our 

nation only got the right to vote not so very long ago in 1920. Just 

89 years ago. 

The ring also reminds me every day that due to the hard work of 

the women before us, incredible battles have been won. One prime 

example is the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VII, which 

banned employment discrimination based on race, sex, religion, or 

national origin, and was a pivotal gain for women in the workplace. 

Today, one of the greatest barriers to gender equality is smack dab in 

the center of motherhood—the “maternal wall.” A little known fact 

is that many women never even get to the glass ceiling because the 

maternal wall is standing in the way of ever reaching any rooms with 

Moms Rising
By Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, executive director and co-founder, MomsRising.org
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glass in the first place. The maternal wall stands tall for the majority 

of women in our nation since more than 80 percent of women in 

the United States have children by the time they are 44.1

Here’s what that maternal wall looks like: Women without children 

make about 90 cents to a man’s dollar, which is outrageous enough, 

but mothers make only 73 cents to a man’s dollar, and single moms 

make only about 60 cents per man’s dollar.2 To make matters worse, 

a recent study found that given equal resumes, women with children 

are 79 percent less likely to be hired than women without children.3

Women are now nearly half the entire paid labor force in our nation, 

and three-quarters of mothers are in the modern labor force, yet 

American workplaces are still stuck in the 1950s. Studies show that 

enacting family economic security policies such as paid family leave, 

health care, and access to early child care can help lower the gender 

wage gap and bring down the maternal wall. 

Wearing my ring each day, I’m reminded that the work MomsRising.

org does, and the successes we’ve had thus far helping to pass laws 

such as the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, are the result of a contin-

uum of work done both by those who are now fighting for women’s 

rights, as well as by those whose shoulders we all stand upon. 

Looking at my son and daughter (who is already lobbying to wear 

the ring at 10 years old), I’m inspired to continue the fight.

Endnotes

 1 Jane Lawler Dye, “Fertility of American Women: 2006” (Washington: Department of 
the Census, 2008), available at http://www.census.gov/prod/2008pubs/p20-558.pdf.

 2 Jane Waldfogel, “Understanding the ‘Family Gap’ in Pay for Women with Children,” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 12 (1) (1998): 137–156.

 3 Shelley J. Correll, Stephen Benard, and In Paik, “Getting a Job: Is There a Motherhood 
Penalty?” American Journal of Sociology 112 (5) (2007): 1297-1338.
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of ever reaching any 

rooms with glass in 
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[I wish church leaders could] spend a day with a typical working mom, single mother, 
or caregiver to see the stresses of women’s jobs.1

[I’d love to] change the perception that a working woman is less of a mother and that 
her family suffers because she works.2

It’s a fallacy to think women can do it all. Women can do what they’re called to do.3

These women’s voices, captured in a series of focus groups and conversations 
across the country, express a dilemma facing millions of women today: how to bal-
ance work, family, and faith. It is hard enough for women to find sufficient hours 
in the day for job and family. Finding time for religious involvement is harder still, 
even though the support and services that organized religion provides may be 
needed now more than ever. 

Religious institutions today also face a dilemma. They exist in a competitive, 
mobile marketplace and must adapt to the changing roles and time constraints of 
women in order to grow—and even to survive.

Religion is important in the lives of many women who look to it for sustenance, 
community, inspiration, and guidance in their daily lives. Women also seek in reli-
gion a purpose larger than themselves and the opportunity to put their faith into 
action and work for a better world. For women whose lives are often fragmented 

Faith
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and harried, religious communities provide a place where stresses can be unbur-
dened and joys shared—where they can step back from the fray, connect with God 
and others, and prepare to re-enter the world.

As more and more demands have been placed on women, many religious institu-
tions have attempted to respond, adapting their beliefs and practices to meet the 
needs of women and their families. Many have done so out of a sense of mission, 
connecting theological beliefs in human dignity, equality, and justice with prac-
tical support. 

For some religious institutions, the reality of working women’s lives has exposed a 
discrepancy between their beliefs and day-to-day practices. On the one hand, they 
maintain a firm belief in the spiritual superiority of the “traditional” family and 
primacy of women’s domestic role, yet they offer programs to accommodate work-
ing mothers and blended families. Child care programs, especially, are growing 
across faith traditions, so that at least one-quarter of children in child care cen-
ters are in programs located in churches, synagogues, and other places of worship. 

That is not the only discrepancy regarding women and religion today. Women say 
that religion matters a great deal to them, but the numbers show that as their 
workforce participation increases, their religious participation declines. Women 
today are also religiously mobile, moving from one faith tradition to another, and 
in and out of organized religion altogether. Spirituality is also on the rise. From 
meditation and yoga to contemplative walks and New Age self-help books, more 
and more women are seeking renewal in sources outside organized religion. 

These changes—and the dynamic interactions among them—are highly significant 
for individuals and for society. The faith communities that women belong to exist 

Some religious institutions maintain a firm belief  
in the spiritual superiority of the “traditional” 
family and primacy of women’s domestic role,  

yet they offer programs to accommodate  
working mothers and blended families. 
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within larger institutions with histories, doctrines, cultures, and influence. Over the 
centuries, these institutions have helped shape social morality and cultural norms, 
and in turn, have been influenced by them. In the private sphere, religious institu-
tions shape how we find meaning, balance responsibility to others with self-fulfill-
ment, and respond to the modern world. In the public sphere, religious institutions 
can be prophetic voices for justice, as well as rigid defenders of an unjust status quo. 
Their views on family and morality have helped form government policies, and their 
power to engage and inspire people to action remains a powerful force today.

This chapter examines many of these changes and challenges. We examine the 
role of religion in women’s lives—how it helps to unify their different identities 
and navigate competing demands and stresses. We look at the ways religious 
institutions are responding to changes in their congregations. We also analyze 
the growth of spirituality and how it is shifting followers away from the traditions, 
teachings, and public witness that many religious institutions provide. 

As women (and men) increasingly grapple with shifting gender roles and respon-
sibilities, as families face greater economic stress, and as women juggle multiple 
tasks in days that are too short, religious institutions can provide sustenance 
and support. However, their budgets are shrinking as demands for their services 
are rising. Their volunteer pool of women has been greatly diminished. The chal-
lenges facing religious institutions today are significant. They need to provide for 
the spiritual and material needs of women and their families, while speaking out 
on behalf of a moral vision that values women and family in a way that is neither 
regressive nor nostalgic, but authentic and prophetic for today. 

Religion matters to millions of women

A glance at polling data might lead one to think that as women have left the 
home for paid work, they have also left religion. There are many reasons for 
declining religious participation in this country, but the correlation between 
women’s rising workforce participation and decreasing religious activity is real.4 
The opposite also tends to be true—the more religious women are, the less likely 
they are to work outside the home.

One obvious reason for women’s declining religious participation is lack of time. 
As women cram into their day a host of work and family responsibilities, they 
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often find their tasks spilling into the next day and their energy stretched to its 
limits. This is what University of Minnesota sociologist Penny Edgell found in a 
study of working mothers who were religiously active—they felt drained in their 
family and work life. According to Edgell, managing work, family, and religious 
activities could be harder for women than men, partly because of the longer hours 
women spend on housework and home chores.24 

The picture of religion and women in America is varied 
and complex, filled with seeming contradictions and 
blank spaces where research is missing. For instance, as 
women’s workforce participation has risen, their religious 
attendance has declined. And yet religion is important in 
women’s lives—more so, according to research studies—
than in men’s. For instance, women are more likely than 
men to say they believe in a personal God,5 to pray daily, 
and to attend weekly worship services.6 

More than 82 percent of American women are Christian. 
Over 53 percent of all women belong to the Protestant 
tradition, nearly 27 percent are affiliated with evangelical 
churches, 19 percent with mainline churches, and 8 per-
cent with historically black churches. Twenty-five percent 
of American women are Catholic. Other affiliations 
include Mormonism (1.8 percent), Judaism (1.6 percent), 
Buddhism (0.7 percent), Islam (0.4 percent), and Hindu-
ism (0.3 percent). Thirteen percent of women claim no 
specific religious affiliation.7 Although their numbers are 
lower, millions of women are not religious: 0.9 percent 
are atheists, and 1.7 percent are agnostics.8 

Women outnumber men in virtually every Christian 
tradition (see Figure 1). The numbers are highest for 
African American women: 60 percent of those affiliated 
with historically black churches are women. In fact, 
African American women are the most religious of all 

Americans. More than eight in 10 say that religion is 
very important to them and about 6 in 10 attend wor-
ship services every week.9 In non-Christian faiths, the 
numbers are reversed. For example, there are higher 
proportions of men than women affiliated with the 
Muslim, Jewish, and Hindu traditions.10

Hispanic women—both Catholic and Protestant—are 
also more religiously active than men, although Protes-
tant Hispanics of both sexes are more active than those 
who are Catholic.11 Asian Americans are most likely to 
be unaffiliated with a religious tradition. Nearly one in 
four have no religious affiliation. About 17 percent of 
Asians are evangelicals; another 17 percent are Catholic, 
and 14 percent are Hindu.12 

None of these figures captures the extent to which 
women are involved in more informal religious prac-
tices. Studies of Latinas find that they are often leaders 
within their own communities in the practice of folk 
religion—activities not sanctioned by the Catholic 
Church but that are manifestations of popular religious 
beliefs.13 Ignoring this role (what one scholar labels the 
“matriarchal core of Latino Catholicism”14) can lead 
researchers to underestimate the significance of reli-
gious commitment in this community, and the leader-
ship roles of women within them. Similarly, an in-depth 
study of immigrant congregations including Hindus, 

A	current	snapshot	of	women	and	religion:	diverse	and	mobile
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In fact, a study that Edgell conducted of pastors and lay leaders in upstate 
New York found that many cited lack of time as the main problem facing their 
congregations.25 National data back this up, showing that “for both men and 
women, long hours spent at work is related to lower levels of church attendance, 
less involvement in other congregational ministries and a reduced sense of the 
importance of religion…these problems [may be] particularly acute for workers in 

Greek Orthodox, Zoroastrians, Buddhists, and Mexican 
Catholics found that women are often central to the 
practice of domestic religious rituals in these faiths.15 

In terms of race and ethnicity, most religious traditions 
are majority white (see Figure 2). For instance, Protestant 
congregations are 74 percent white/non-Hispanic and 
the Catholic Church is 65 percent white/non-Hispanic. 
Islam is the only religion with no racial majority.16 

Nonetheless, the growth in immigration from non-Euro-
pean nations since the 1950s has not only increased the 
population of non-Christians in American society, but 
has changed the face of many Christian congregations, a 
process of “de-Europeanization” of American Christian-
ity, as one sociologist has put it.17 Immigration from the 
Caribbean and African countries has altered the mem-
bership of historically black churches as well.

One notable change in recent years has been the fre-
quency with which women, and men, switch religious 
affiliation, moving among different faith traditions—and 
in and out of organized religion altogether. A recent 
study by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life found 
that about half of all Americans change their faith at least 
once during their lives. People change faiths for widely 
different reasons, from marrying someone from another 
religion, to moving to a new community, to finding a 

faith they like more.18 One example of large-scale mobil-
ity has been the movement of Hispanics out of the Cath-
olic Church and into various Protestant churches—what 
sociologist of religion Andrew Greeley has called the 
“worst defection in the history of the Catholic Church in 
the United States.”19 

Given the competitive market facing religious congre-
gations, many have shown considerable capacity for 
change. Case in point: the growth of mega-churches, 
usually defined as Protestant congregations with more 
than 2,000 members.20 Another change is the develop-
ment of “post-denominational” Christianity, in which 
churches shed denominational doctrines, hymns, 
liturgy, and organizational structures for a more fluid, 
generic style.21 Some of these newer churches seem to 
be responding to popular demand for a less content-
heavy, more emotional, and “user-friendly” religious 
experience. In fact, some analysts argue that being able 
to adapt to public tastes is what has kept religion cur-
rent and helps explain why the United States has higher 
rates of religious practice and belief than other industri-
alized nations.22

It should be noted that many of those who leave one 
religious tradition do not join another. According to the 
Pew survey, “the group that has grown the most…due to 
religious change is the unaffiliated population.”23 
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lower-paying service and blue-collar jobs, who may not have resources to pay for 
services that help them cope with the time squeeze.”26 

Besides lack of time, another reason for declining religious attendance among 
women is generational. Young people often reconnect with or participate for the 
first time in organized religion when they get married and have children. Starting 

Returning to the fold. Young people often reconnect with or participate for the first time in 
organized religion when they get married and have children. {Mona Reeder, Dallas Morning News, Corbis}
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a family seems to trigger the desire to belong to a faith community, as new parents 
seek help giving their children a moral and spiritual foundation for growing up. 
New parents also look for others like themselves to find support and community. 

Today, however, women are getting married and having children later in life. This 
means that most adults in their early 20s are now single, and not yet inclined in 
large numbers to join religious communities. It used to be that young people who 
went to worship services and those who did not were similar in terms of marriage 
and family. But that is no longer the case. Now those who are religiously active 
are far more likely to be married than those who are not. 

There may be a confusion of cause and effect here, whereby the family orienta-
tion of many religious institutions discourages singles from attending. For young 
women, this means that at a time when they may be facing economic and work 
stresses, mobility among friends, relationship uncertainties, questions of identity, 
and more, they are unlikely to seek out a faith community as a place of under-
standing and support.27 

This is not to say that religious institutions are not reaching out to singles. 
Indeed, many are. A participant in a conversation with faith leaders in Atlanta 
convened for this report described efforts of her synagogue to attract young sin-
gles and build community among them. In addition to holding regular activities 
and events, leaders make a practice of following up with attendees, inviting them 
to lunch or Shabbat dinner. 

There are other, less easily explained, reasons for declining religious participation 
among women and men. At the conversation in Atlanta, a female pastor described 

“regular nonmembers” in her congregation—those who show up weekly for worship 

Young women facing economic and work  
stresses, mobility among friends, relationship 
uncertainties, questions of identity, and more,  

are unlikely to seek out a faith community  
as a place of understanding and support.



248

The Shriver Report

The Challenge of Faith

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

The Challenge of Faith

services and put money in the offering plate, but get no further involved. Some 
attend for a good sermon and music, but don’t want the commitment of belonging. 
Others go “church hopping” because they like various aspects of each place and 
don’t want to settle on one. The pastor said that these “regular nonmembers” have 
few demands. If they get sick, they don’t expect a pastoral visit, nor do they expect 
services from the church community. The pastor described other parishioners who 
are active—but in specific, self-directed ways. They are not interested in serving 
on committees, but instead want to do projects that involve their families, such as 
working in a food bank or helping to build a house. 

Figure	1

Women	outnumber	men	in	virtually	every	Christian	tradition,	
but	not	other	faith	traditions
Percent of gender distribution of major religious traditions

Total population

Evangelical churches

Mainline Protestant

Historically black

Catholic

Mormon

Jehovah's Witness

Orthodox

Jewish

Muslim

Buddhist

Hindu

Unaffiliated

Source: Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, U.S. Landscape Survey (2008): p. 63.
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Millions of lesbian, bisexual, and transgender women are people of faith—and 
yet they are not welcomed as participants, members, or leaders in many religious 
institutions. A few denominations, such as the United Church of Christ and the 
Unitarian Universalist Association, are officially inclusive. Some religious institu-
tions have no public position regarding gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and transsexuals 
participating and joining their congregations, while others declare homosexuality 
to be a sin. Increasingly, religious institutions are facing a challenge to their beliefs 
and practices when it comes to gays and lesbians who participate in worship ser-
vices, offer their time and gifts as volunteers, contribute financially, and enrich the 
community in myriad ways. One participant in the Atlanta conversation with faith 
leaders told of her church welcoming those who’d been turned away from other 
churches. Her church expanded its capacity for compassion and deepened its sense 
of community through an AIDS 
ministry it created that eventually 
broadened its scope to care for the 
sick and deliver meals to those in 
need—programs and services that 
had not existed before. 

Many women want to connect 
family, work, and faith 

Despite a significant decline in 
women’s religious participation, the 
fact remains that religion is central 
in the lives of millions of women. It 
offers them daily guidance and help 
in navigating life’s complexities, as 
well as a way to unify their differ-
ent roles. Sociologist Mary Ellen 
Konieczny at the University of 
Notre Dame discovered this in her 
ethnographic study of two Catholic 
parishes, one theologically conser-
vative and the other more liberal. 
In both parishes, women said their 
faith helped them make deci-
sions on a range of family issues, 

Table	1

Women’s	religious	affiliations

Christian 82.4%

Protestant 53.8%

Evangelical 26.9%

Mainline 19.0%

Historically black 8.0%

Catholic 25.0%

Mormon 1.8%

Jehovah’s Witness 0.8%

Orthodox 0.6%

Other Christian 0.3%

Other	religions 4.2%

Jewish 1.6%

Muslim 0.4%

Buddhist 0.7%

Hindu 0.3%

Other world religions <0.3%

Other faiths 1.1%

Unaffiliated 12.8%

Atheist 0.9%

Agnostic 1.7%

Secular unaffiliated 4.8%

Religious unaffiliated 5.4%

Don’t	know/refused 0.7%

Source: Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape 
Survey (2008): p. 62.



250

The Shriver Report

The Challenge of Faith

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

The Challenge of Faith

including the struggle over whether to leave their jobs to stay home and raise 
their children. Women said they were guided by the moral ideals of their faith, its 
practices, and by connecting with others in their church.28

Similar themes emerged from a series of focus groups conducted by the Catho-
lic Church in 2002 that asked nearly 300 women in dioceses across the country 
about their spirituality and their work outside the home.29 Despite geographic, 
racial-ethnic, and age differences, the women echoed one another in a number of 
areas. First, they refused to compartmentalize the different aspects of their lives, 
seeing spirituality as a “unifying factor” that connected work and family. 

In addition, women wanted the church to see their paid work as valuable, and to 
recognize and utilize their workplace skills. Women also wanted the church to 
acknowledge the time constraints they faced. When asked how the church could 
be of help to them, women offered a variety of suggestions, such as: Reach out to 
single mothers, provide support to unmarried women, invite older women to be 
mentors for younger women who are juggling home and work, and support legis-
lation and policies that help working women, such as affordable child care, living 
wages, and more.30

The need to connect work, family, and faith was also echoed by Protestant women, 
both liberal and conservative, in interviews conducted by Emory University soci-
ologist Tracy Scott. Conservative women saw motherhood as the most important 

“work” a woman could do—yet many were dissatisfied with its day-to-day reali-
ties. One young mother told Scott, “Being a mother is the largest part of my iden-
tity…but it’s hard to raise kids; it’s hard to be with them endless hours a day…. I 
know that when I work [at my paid job]… I come home and I have so much energy. 
If I spend all day home…by five-o’clock I’m like a wet rag.”31

Conservative women interviewed in this survey valued the esteem, apprecia-
tion, and praise they got from working—and having their own paycheck. They 
liked feeling productive, contributing to the community and world, and having 

Women want the Catholic Church to see their paid work 
as valuable, and to recognize and utilize their skills.
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an identity apart from those of “wife” and “mother.” When they talked about 
the “God-created differences between men and women,” many felt that their 
churches encouraged domestic work as women’s “real work” and family as their 
top priority.32 Some women searched for biblical passages to give them guidance 
about “women’s roles outside of ‘family work.’” One woman began occasionally 
attending an evangelical church with fewer fundamentalist notions than her 
home church. It was at this new church that she heard a sermon proclaiming that 
there was nothing wrong with a woman having a paid job, as long as her priority 
remained the home. The woman told Scott: “I agree with that.”33 

Liberal women spoke of choices and struggles, too—especially choices made 
between job and family. Yet they did not speak of pressure “to live up to any pre-
scribed roles” nor did they feel constrained by theological gender restrictions.34 

Both conservative and liberal women discussed the religious notion of “calling”—
in which work has spiritual meaning and purpose that provides fulfillment. The 
sense of being called to a vocation was stronger among conservative women, even 
though they were less committed than liberal women to paid work.35 According to 
Scott, the notion of “calling” among conservative women was flexible, referring to 
any number of tasks or roles and included both paid and family work. For conser-
vative women, the sense of being called by God justified the different choices they 
made and blessed their roles outside the home.36 In contrast, liberal women spoke 

Figure	2

Most	religious	traditions	are	majority	white
The racial and ethnic composition of American religions

By percent

White Black Asian Mixed race Hispanic

Protestantism

Catholicism

Judaism

Buddhism

Islam

74 16

15

65 2 2 2 29

95 1

1 3 5

5

2 3

53 4

4

4

37 24 20

32

Source: Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, U.S. Landscape Survey (2008): p. 44.



One of the ways churches and synagogues and 

faith communities have to be relevant is to reach 

out to the people who are in nontraditional kinds 

of settings. I find that my denomination has 

refugees from other churches and traditions that 

are not accepting of divorce, who are looked down 

upon, gays, lesbians, and people who are in any 

kind of nontraditional kind of family setting. The 

faith communities are going to be left in the dust 

because the world is changing. That doesn’t mean 

we give up. We’re not giving up anything. We’re 

gaining something. 

Kathy in Atlanta
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of “calling” in terms of paid work, not motherhood, and linked it to fulfillment and 
purpose in the world.

The centrality of religion in the lives of African American women cannot be over-
stated. Not only are women the backbone of many traditional black denomina-
tions, a number of which might not exist without their contributions, but faith is 
a basic pillar in many black women’s lives. As Daphne Wiggins, associate pastor 
at the Union Baptist Church in Durham, North Carolina, found in her ethno-
graphic study of two African American congregations in Georgia, spirituality and 
church membership not only provide practical assistance to women (help with 
family care, for instance) but also emotional sustenance and spiritual fortification 
that help them cope with the challenges of family and work. A nurse in the study 
who had a stressful job told Wiggins, “It’s only my spirituality and my closeness 
with God [that] gives me that confidence. I feel confident when I’m at work, even 
with all the chaos going on.”37

Religion is also a vital force in the lives of many Latinas. Although there is little 
research that directly speaks to the role of faith in helping Latinas grapple with 
paid work and family, scholars have remarked upon the active presence of religion 
in the lives of Hispanic men and women.38 For women who struggle against dis-
crimination, toil in low-wage jobs, and bear heavy domestic responsibilities, reli-
gion is often a daily source of sustenance and support. In the words of one author, 

“Latinas’ God is a personal, living God with whom they converse daily—upon 
awakening, while driving to work, booting up a computer, reprimanding children, 
and wondering how they will possibly get through another day.”39 

One of the Jewish participants at the faith leaders’ conversation in Atlanta spoke 
of the importance of religion in the home and of teaching religious values to one’s 
children. “I wear the tallis in my family,” she said, referring to a prayer shawl 

Not only are women the backbone of many 
traditional black denominations, a number of which 
might not exist without their contributions, but faith 

is a basic pillar in many black women’s lives. 
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traditionally worn by males, adding that she felt 
women were “spiritually hard-wired” to transmit 
religious values. In addition to carrying out tradi-
tions in the home and contributing time and skills to 
synagogue, many Jewish women are leaders in faith-
based organizations such as the National Council 
of Jewish Women, Jewish Women International, and 
other groups that have long and impressive histories 
of working on social justice issues, especially those 
involving women, children, and families. 

Religious institutions are adapting  
to women’s changing lives

Historically, religious institutions have held as a spir-
itual ideal the model of a two-parent family in which 
women cared for the children and home and men 
were the financial providers. Although many families 
never reflected this model—high numbers of Afri-
can American, immigrant, and white working-class 
women were always in the workforce—the notion of 
a female caregiver and male breadwinner was often 
sanctified as the way God intended the world to be. 

Religious institutions benefited greatly from the 
traditional nuclear family, especially in the post-war 
years. Women served as volunteers, teaching Sunday 
school, organizing charity efforts, devotional classes, 
and more. As one author wrote about synagogues, 

“Women emerged as the most powerful and sustaining 
force….They dominated congregational activities, and 
their efforts made all religious functions possible.”40 

The concept of the nuclear family came crashing 
down in the 1960s. Divorce rates increased, women 
entered the workforce in record numbers, had fewer 
children, and challenged traditional gender norms. 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Forty years ago just over one-third of 
all workers were women. Today about a 
half of all workers are women. Has this 
change been positive or negative for 
American society?

Positive
77%

19%

2%

75%

19%

4%

Women Men

Negative

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Religious institutions came under scrutiny as well. Women criticized male-dom-
inated structures and fought to be ordained. They questioned patriarchal theology 
and created feminist doctrines of the divine. They looked for spiritual fulfillment 
outside religion. And they left the volunteer positions that had sustained religious 
institutions and led them to thrive. 

In the 1980s, many conservative evangelical churches decried the dramatic trans-
formation of the family. Blame often fell on women for “forsaking” their maternal 
nature and “deserting” their children for paid jobs, thus destroying the moral fab-
ric of society. Policy issues such as child care and parental leave were caught in an 
ideological battle, as conservatives battled mainline Protestants, Jewish organiza-
tions, and others that supported federally funded child care. 

Despite the inflammatory rhetoric that often surrounded such battles, the reality 
on the ground turned out to be somewhat different, as even evangelical churches 

“The Methodist Family of the Year” of 1951. Historically, religious institutions have held as a 
spiritual ideal the model of a traditional two-parent family, but the nuclear family became less common 
starting in the 1960s. {Bettmann, CORBIS}
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had to adapt to increasing numbers of working mothers and divorced parents in 
their congregations. According to Penny Edgell, “as the proportion of the popula-
tion who are most likely to attend church—two-parent families with children in 
the home—shrinks, the religious ‘market’ shrinks.”41 

Adapting their attitudes and beliefs

Given the traditional foundations and centuries-old beliefs of many religious 
institutions, it isn’t surprising that there remains within them a residue of out-
dated views that have the veneer of truth. Often these views are unspoken, or even 
unconscious. But assumptions about the primacy of women’s domestic respon-
sibilities and related beliefs about the spiritual superiority of traditional families, 
motherhood, and restrictive sexuality can stymie religious institutions from being 
more creative and supportive in meeting the needs of women today. 

Yet, religion exists in a spiritually competitive marketplace. Unlike ages past when 
the faith you were born into was likely to be the faith you died in, religious tradi-
tions today gain and lose members on an ongoing basis. And while people who shift 
allegiances claim a variety of reasons for doing so—from disagreeing with spiritual 
teachings to disapproving of the rigidity of religious institutions—the reality is 
that religious institutions must work to gain and retain their followers. 

Many mainline Protestant denominations, such as Lutheran, Methodist, Presby-
terian, and Episcopal, have shifted their views to support women’s changing roles. 
In these churches today, there is broad acceptance of mothers’ employment and 
diverse kinds of families—including, in some churches, same-sex couples and 
parents. These are also the denominations in which female clergy are most wel-
come and likely to be found. 

Jewish faith traditions—Reform, Reconstructionist, Conservative, and Orthodox—
have also changed their views toward women. Many synagogues have taken down 
the partition (mehitzah) that separates men and women during services, and 
women have taken on religious practices once exclusively controlled by men. Some 
researchers have found that feminism has had a beneficial impact on the Jewish 
community, increasing educational rates of women and raising their profile and 
leadership in the community. Since the early 1970s, Reform and Reconstructionist 
branches of Judaism have ordained women as rabbis, and women became rabbis in 
the Conservative branch in the 1980s.
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The response of the Catholic Church to changes in gender roles, sexuality, and the 
family has been complex. Historically, Catholic churches have been somewhat 
more accepting of working mothers than mainline or evangelical denomina-
tions because many parishes served immigrant communities in which a num-
ber of women worked outside the home. In addition, an important dimension of 

Rites of Passage. For most Jewish women today, their bat mitzvahs happens at adolescence, but 
for decades this wasn't this case. That's why these 10 women close to or in their 90s who were denied 
this rite of passage in the 1950s and 1960s are preparing for it now. {David Ahnholtz, The New York Times}
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Catholic social teaching emphasizes providing for the needy and vulnerable. For 
many Catholics, this support has included government assistance for programs 
on poverty, health care, and more. Still, many Catholic leaders—all of them male 
and unmarried—maintain a rigidly conservative stance on abortion, contracep-
tion, sexual education, and divorce—all issues of elemental importance to women. 
Female leadership in the church remains constrained, since women are forbidden 
to be priests. However, Catholic women have shaped history as nuns, religious 
activists, and heads of faith-based institutions delivering much-needed services 
and fighting social and economic injustice. 

White evangelical churches have also found themselves forced to adapt to societal 
change. Despite their preaching and pronouncements, mothers in these congrega-
tions went to work, children went to child care, and husbands and wives got divorced. 
However, the adaptation by evangelicals was neither easy nor swift. Initial reaction 
to the feminist movement in the 1970s was harsh. Leaders criticized evangelical 
feminists who challenged claims that women’s subordination to men within mar-
riage was biblically ordained, and they criticized mothers for working outside the 
home. As recently as 1998, the Southern Baptist Convention adopted a statement 
declaring that “A wife is to submit herself graciously to the servant leadership of 
her husband, even as the church willingly submits to the headship of Christ.”42 

Despite such sexist statements by religious leaders, church communities have 
begun to speak in a different voice—one that emphasized marital partnerships 
and male and female complementarity43 in which men and women were created 
differently but not unequally. A “pragmatic egalitarianism” took hold in many 
churches.44 At the same time, many evangelical churches became less condemn-
ing of divorce, shifting from denouncement to silence. As congregations included 
more single parents and blended families, divorce became less decried as a spiri-
tual and social ill. Evangelical leaders turned to other issues, such as abortion 

An important dimension of Catholic social teaching 
emphasizes providing for the needy and vulnerable. 
This support has included government assistance  
for programs on poverty, health care, and more. 
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and same-sex marriage, to blame for threatening 
the soul of America.45 The advantage of those two 
issues was that they were “external sins” that did 
not visibly affect most evangelicals, while an issue 
such as divorce was “too close for comfort.”46 

In reality today, many evangelical churches support 
men and women as equal decision-makers in the 
home, and evangelical men appear to be as engaged 
as other men, if not more so, in day-to-day parent-
ing.47 Moreover, although evangelical mothers have 
lower rates of workforce participation, their num-
bers since the 1990s have been rising.48 As Penny 
Edgell observes, “Lived religion blunts the sharp 
edge of ideological zeal while new understandings 
of the good family evolve. This lived religion is what 
most Americans encounter and what shapes hearts 
and minds.”49

Offering new programs and services

In addition to shifting their views, religious orga-
nizations have been adapting their programs and 
ministries to respond to the changing family. Typical 
shifts include moving the time of worship and other 
activities and offering new kinds of services. For 
instance, many activities for families are no longer 
offered during the daytime when most parents work, 
and many denominations now have programs for 
single parents.50 

Child care is of particular importance to working 
parents. Although some religious institutions have 
long provided it, the growth in mothers’ workforce 
participation since the 1970s prompted more reli-
gious institutions to move into this area.51 Between 
1992 and 2008, there was a 76.4 percent increase 
in child care provided in Protestant institutions, a 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Husbands 
and wives today are negotiating more 
than earlier generations about the rules 
on relationships, work , and family?

Women
84%

83%

79%

86%

12%

13%

17%

11%

Agree Disagree

Men

Evangelicals

Married

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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52.6 percent increase offered by Catholic institu-
tions, and a 47.7 percent increase by Jewish institu-
tions.52 Today, one-quarter of children under the 
age of 5 who are in center-based child care are in 
programs located in churches, synagogues, and other 
places of worship.53 This figure may even under-
estimate the proportion of children in religiously 
affiliated child care because many children are in 

“faith-affiliated” and “faith-infused programs” that 
are located outside places of worship.54 

Conservative Protestant churches also are increas-
ingly providing child care, driven in part by the desire 
to teach religious values through these programs.55 
In fact, one study has found that although liberal 
churches tend to be more symbolically accepting of 
diverse lifestyles and nonrestrictive gender roles, 
they offer fewer programs and services for women 
and their families than conservative churches do. 
Conservative churches have also been more likely to 
find innovative ways to adjust the schedules of their 
children’s programs to attract kids amid the competi-
tion of secular activities.56

One point to highlight is that the Great Recession 
we’re in has greatly increased the need for services 
provided by religious and faith-based institutions. 
These institutions are close to their communities, 
witnessing job losses, home foreclosures, and mem-
bers of their congregations and communities going 
without health insurance and food. At a time when 
social-service programs can be out of reach or non-
existent for many people, religious and faith-based 
institutions are among the places that provide sup-
port.57 Besides offering prayer and spiritual guidance, 
many religious organizations offer practical assis-
tance through food and clothing banks, emergency 
loan programs, job retraining, and more—and doing 

Breaking stained glass barriers. Katharine 
Jefferts Schori is the first female priest to lead a 
national church in the nearly 500-year-old Anglican 
Communion. {Matthew Cavanaugh, EPA, Corbis}





New revivalists. The Grand Opening of 
Lakewood Church's new Central Campus. 
Over 57,000 people packed the Sanctuary 
and video overflow rooms. Houston's Lake-
wood Baptist Church spent over $95 million 
to turn the former NBA sports arena into 
one of the largest churches in the country. 
{Nina Berman, Redux pictures}
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so at a time when their budgets are shrinking. Many religious institutions are also 
advocating for public policies such as universal health care as part of their mission.

“Churches are at the forefront of this recession,” said a participant at the faith 
leaders’ conversation in Atlanta. “People are reducing their tithes and offerings…
yet more are coming to church with needs. The rent is due. The car broke down. 
Church is a refuge. How do we help them?”58 

In addition to responding to these urgent needs, religious institutions provide 
ongoing services, such as marriage and family counseling, programs for senior 
citizens, youth mentoring, and after-school programs.59 A 2000 study of Islamic 
mosques found similar services for families. For instance, 74 percent offered 
marital or family counseling, 84 percent provided cash benefits to families or indi-
viduals, and 16 percent provided child care or preschool.60 Educational programs 
were also important: 21 percent of mosques had a full-time Islamic school, while 
71 percent provided a weekend school for either children or adults.

Religious institutions with immigrant congregations are often active providers 
of social services, despite the fact that they lack the resources in some disad-
vantaged communities to offer a wide array of programs.61 In addition to youth 
groups and summer camp, many immigrant congregations, including those of 
non-Christian faiths, hold their own “Sunday school” as a way to teach children 
their religious beliefs.62 One in-depth study of immigrant congregations found 
that a number sponsored women’s groups to provide social services, especially 
to other immigrant women. A Muslim woman in the study said that their activi-
ties focused on areas “where women have always taken a leadership role behind 
the scenes,” such as helping children, the sick, divorced women, and in other  
areas of need.63

Religious institutions with immigrant congregations 
are often active providers of social services, despite the 

fact that in some disadvantaged communities they lack 
the resources to offer a wide array of programs.
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Among religious institutions that offer the most programs and services are mega-
churches. For many mega-churches, their sense of mission is intimately tied to an 
entrepreneurial business model whereby they aim to be responsive to their follow-
ers—or “clients.” This spiritual-business model often relies on a sizeable budget 
that allows a dazzling variety of services and amenities, such as health clubs, 
cafes, and movie theaters, to attract and retain followers. For instance, Southeast 
Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky, offers 16 basketball courts, a Cybex 
health club, a bank, a rock-climbing wall, eateries, and shops.64 And Joel Osteen’s 
Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas, offers drama, dance, and video workshops; 
finance and tax classes; activities for children of all ages; marriage-strengthening 
classes; programs for women including movie nights, autism support groups, and 
Bible study; service opportunities; and more. According to a 2002 New York Times 
article, “these churches are becoming civic in a way unimaginable since the 13th 
century and its cathedral towns. No longer simply places to worship, they have 
become part resort, part mall, part extended family and part town square.”65 

Spirituality is growing fast 

Spirituality in America is growingly rapidly, especially among women. Books, 
retreats, workshops, rituals, and meditation practices are gaining followers 
among women who are religious, and those who are not. At first glance, there 
might seem to be little commonality among spiritual practices that range from 
massage therapy and sweat lodges to Zen meditation, 12-step programs, feminist 
nature rituals, and fasting.66 And it is true that many practices called “spiritual” 
are so simply because that is how their followers describe them. Yet among its 
varied expressions, spirituality is often thought to fall into three categories: spir-
ituality that is separate and distinct from organized religion; spirituality that is 
in conflict with organized religion; and spirituality that complements, or is part 
of, organized religion.67 

For many mega-churches, their sense of  
mission is intimately tied to an entrepreneurial 

business model whereby they aim to be  
responsive to their followers—or “clients.”
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For many African American women, religiously inspired spirituality offers an 
effective way to respond to work-related stress. In one research study, 97 percent 
of black women said that spiritual practices helped them cope with stresses 
at work. Spirituality was the most frequently named coping mechanism, with 
many women saying they prayed “a great deal.”68 In addition to prayer, Afri-
can American women relied upon their trust in God, in their hope for a miracle, 
and in the renewal of their faith as they faced difficulties on the job. For these 
women, major stresses included the overwhelming demands of their job, the 
need to make ends meet, and working with prejudiced co-workers.69

Spirituality was also important to the Catholic women in the focus groups 
discussed earlier. A number of them identified “nonreligious” activities as 

Relieving stress, finding strength. For many women, spirituality is found in yoga and other exer-
cise routines. {LAIF, Redux pictures}
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spiritually renewing, such as gardening, walking on the beach, yoga, poetry, 
music, and exercise. 

Younger women are more likely to be involved in spirituality than older women. 
They are more likely to choose personal experience over church doctrine as the 
best way to understand God70 and to create their own belief system from a variety 
of sources, such as friends, websites, magazine articles, TV shows, books, and 
movies. Because fewer of them are involved in organized religion, their spiritual 
beliefs and practices tend to be separate from religion.71

There are a number of reasons for the growth of spirituality among women. It is 
flexible and portable, able to fit into a busy schedule of work, chores, and travel. 
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For many women, doing yoga or meditating each morning can provide them with 
greater spiritual focus and energy than going to weekly worship services. This 
is especially true if worship services are scheduled at a time that competes with 
family activities and chores. Reading spiritual self-help books can provide specific 
methods and techniques for self enhancement—a toning up of the soul, just as the 
gym tones up the body. 

Another reason for spirituality’s appeal is that it doesn’t claim a specific set of 
doctrines or beliefs to conflict with or supplant the beliefs of organized religion. 
The fluidity of spirituality seems appealing to increasing numbers of Americans, 
many of whom have “only a vague denominational identification” and are unclear 
about which religious group they belong to.72 In addition, as people travel longer 
distances to reach houses of worship, spirituality can feel more convenient and effi-
cient. Furthermore, the once-unique role of clergy in answering spiritual questions 
has been supplanted by a wide variety of sources, including the Internet, which can 
answer questions instantly and anonymously in the comfort of one’s home. Finally, 
the community that women once found in religious institutions is now being found 
in the workplace, at the gym, and other places where women spend their days.

Not everyone thinks the growth of spirituality is a good thing. In his essay “Against 
Spirituality,” the late Rabbi Arnold Jacob Wolf argues that the Kabbalah and other 
forms of Jewish spirituality are undermining the deep sense of social connectiv-
ity, mutual responsibility, self-criticism, historical roots, and intellectual rigor of 
Judaism.73 Wolf quotes Reverend Donna Schoper, who warns of the “dangerous 
lure of spirituality” for all religions. She says, “Amateurish tai chi and yoga, quasi-
Buddhist meditation, and New Age prayers are a far cry from the ancient practice 
of the Sabbath.”74 Schoper goes on to complain about highly personalized spiritual-
ity replacing organized religion. Spirituality can mire a person in the self, she says, 
and cause him or her to lose sight of the sacred. According to Schoper, “religion 

There are a number of reasons for the growth  
of spirituality among women. It is flexible  

and portable, able to fit into a busy schedule  
of work, chores, and travel. 
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steeps people in its long history of reflection on eth-
ics” and at its best “offers time and space for spiritual 
experience.” In contrast, “spirituality gives us a quick 
fix that fits into our fast-paced insular lifestyle.”75

Others are not so critical. Theologian Sandra 
Schneiders, emeritus professor at the Jesuit School 
of Theology, sees spirituality as an important 
vehicle for transcendence. The paradox of religious 
institutions, she says, is that they are culturally 
based and can be hypocritical, rigid, corrupt, and 
reflect the biases of the larger society.76 However, she 
defends organized religion for its capacity to initiate 
people into “an authentic tradition of spirituality,” 
giving them “companions on the journey and tested 
wisdom by which to live,” as well as support in times 
of suffering.77 Schneiders goes on to say that when 
people leave religious institutions to “find a small 
group of like-minded companions in exile, they are 
left without the corrective criticism of an historically 
tested community and the public scrutiny that any 
society focuses on recognized groups within it. And 
they also lose the leverage which would enable them 
to influence systemically either church or society.”78 

This last point is especially important for working 
women, since religious institutions can be strong 
allies and advocates for a social agenda and public 
policies that help women better fulfill their roles as 
parents and workers. Schneiders argues against a 

“privatized spirituality,” which she likens to “social 
cocooning,” claiming that it can be naive and narcis-
sistic, and a private pursuit79 rather than a disci-
plined and committed participation in community. It 
is important to be outward looking as well as inward 
looking, focusing on social, as well as personal, 
transformation. 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Is it important having religious faith?

Women
87%

81%

86%

90%

12%

19%

14%

9%

Important Not important

Men

Women	working	full	time

Women	with	children

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Where do we go from here?

As more women become the breadwinners in their families and soon the majority 
of workers, the stresses and demands in their lives will grow. So will their need for 
support, sustenance, and services. It may be that women will continue to leave 
organized religion if institutions don’t respond to their needs. Already, more and 
more women are patching together a crazy quilt of religious practices and spiri-
tual activities in order to find a space for reflection and wholeness in their lives. 
However, they need something more. They need religious institutions to listen to 
their voices and pay attention to the complicated reality of their lives. 

As women strive to integrate work, family, and faith, religious institutions must 
also do their part. They must put forth a moral vision of what it truly means to 
value women and families, and lay out steps for achieving that vision. This means 
working for public policies that tangibly support families and make it easier for 
women (and men) to be both good parents and employees. It means valuing wom-
en’s leadership talents and skills—and eradicating outdated customs that value 
men above women. Finally, it means re-invigorating sacred teachings on compas-
sion, dignity, justice, and equality to speak out forcefully on behalf of women and 
their families today. 
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I am the daughter of a liquor salesman who served in World War II 

and who didn’t believe life was fair. I was told marketing and finance 

were the keys to success, but I should be a home economics teacher 

or an English teacher. So I sought a business degree just to prove I 

could. I have built coalitions and started businesses. I have worked 

with women and men in an attempt to change the way we balance 

our work life and our life’s work. I took on too many committee 

meetings and too much commitment to prove I had a right to be 

here on earth. 

I am the spouse of a mayor, a U.S. senator, a governor, and a cabinet 

member and have only been married once. I am the mother of two 

extraordinary children and the grandmother of the most precious 

grandson possible.

I don’t know for sure what my grandmother felt at 24 as she crossed 

the Atlantic and the span of this nation as a homesteader and bride 

in an arranged marriage. I give this educated, articulate, and adven-

turesome women credit for the courage she passed on to us to keep 

taking risks and push against the tide. 

I can’t imagine what my mother at 26 was hoping for when leu-

kemia quickly took her life and left a grieving husband and three 

young children. I read a letter she wrote a week before we lost her 

that praised the rain for refreshing the earth and her family for 

sharing her burdens. 

Life’s Teachers
By Patricia Kempthorne, founder and executive director, Twiga Foundation, Inc., 
promoting family consciousness at home, in the workplace, and in the community
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I know more about and admire the tenacity of my daughter today, 

a stay-at-home mom, finishing her MBA and working her keyboard 

in the virtual world, often with her son on her lap, to grow her busi-

ness and expand her opportunities.

Because of all of them, because of what I learned from freedoms 

fought for and paths taken, and because of the composure and 

compassion I observed and then exercised when confronting chal-

lenges, I believe this is the best time for both women and men to 

define our purpose and our roles in the future for our families, our 

workplaces, and our communities. Working side by side and chal-

lenging one another with reason and passion, life will reveal itself 

and will lead us to that purpose

I believe this is the best 

time for both women 

and men to define 

our purpose and our 

roles in the future 

for our families, our 

workplaces, and our 

communities.
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As a child in an African American community at the advent of the 

civil rights movement and the women’s liberation movement, I saw 

most of the educated women around me trapped in segregation, 

condensing their talents into primarily two directions: teaching or 

nursing. The women around me had modest means, but they were 

extraordinarily generous with their time and their concern. If the 

women around me had not dedicated their professional lives to 

educating all African American children, then legislation and social 

activism would not have had their necessary partner and the trans-

formation we saw would not have been possible. 

The capacity to have concern for the vulnerable, and to animate 

that concern into actions that protect and lift up the vulnerable, is 

a talent. It is a talent just as being able to decimate someone on the 

tennis court, in a court of law, or in business is a talent. Which tal-

ent should we cultivate in women and in men? That’s our challenge 

today. And women must help make the right choice for all of us.

Are we hoping that women will be in more positions of power, run-

ning companies, sitting on high courts, serving in the military? Is 

the goal to have a woman president, more women four star gener-

als, more women’s names in the names of law firms, more women 

on Wall Street, more woman leading correctional facilities? In other 

words, is the goal to look at ways for women to gain influence in our 

culture by competing and potentially dominating in traditional ways? 

Or will an increased presence of women mean a shift in values? Will 

the increased presence of women result in increased concern for 

the vulnerable and a healthier atmosphere for social justice? A more 

Goals and Values
By Anna Deavere Smith, an artist in residence at the Center for American Progress  
and a Tony Award-nominated and Pulitzer Prize-winning actress
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robust public sphere? Will the increased presence of women ensure 

an atmosphere where all children get a fair chance in education and 

everyone has proper health care? 

Not necessarily. And indeed that might not even be a goal for some 

people. Since the women’s liberation movement of the ‘60s, more 

women run companies (not enough to be sure), govern states, serve 

in the military, sit on high courts, run prisons and prison systems, 

and compete in sports, including boxing and wrestling. Yet we do 

not see a full transformation of values. If anything, our culture’s 

overarching values—greed and competition—have increased over 

the past two decades. 

The reason: Power still rests with men. Their values reward those 

who dominate and even abuse the vulnerable—values that restrict 

care to immediate families rather than larger communities. Because 

of this, we as a people lack imagination about extending circles of 

care beyond me and mine. If this were not the case, we would have 

more equitable education and health care systems in this country. 

This needs to change. Women can make it happen.

The capacity to have 

concern for the 

vulnerable, and to 

animate that concern 

into actions that 

protect and lift up the 

vulnerable, is a talent.
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One morning last summer my pregnant partner rolled out of bed and exclaimed, “Call 

the midwife!” At exactly 3 hours and 50 minutes from that moment, my daughter, 

Penelope, pushed her way out into this big bad world and gave a “lusty” cry to let us 

all know that she had arrived. 

Lusty. Now isn’t that an interesting word? Commonly used to describe the strong, 

robust cry that you want your newborn child to score on the Apgar Scale, according 

to the American Heritage Dictionary, lusty can also mean:

1. Full of vigor or vitality; robust

2. Powerful; strong: a lusty cry

3. Lustful

4. Merry; joyous

Wow, what an adjective! But then why do I feel so shy about using it?

Maybe it’s my good immigrant Asian girl upbringing that cautions me to never talk 

about or acknowledge anything remotely having to do with sex, which of course is 

what most Americans think of when they hear the word—never mind the definitions 

in the dictionary. I think maybe it’s not classy. And maybe I’m afraid that bringing it 

up will reinforce bad stereotypes about lesbians. 

Or maybe it’s because lusty women are the number one thing misogynists hate. And 

like it or not, we’ve all internalized aspects of misogyny (and racism and homophobia) 

for so long that we come to deny our most basic feelings and instincts.

The fact is, lustiness is exactly what we need in a woman’s nation. While we can cel-

ebrate women entering the workforce at equal rates to men, no woman’s nation is 

going to be complete without reproductive justice and sexual liberation. Women 

need the ability to make the best choices for themselves about their bodies, their 

Lusty
By Miriam W. Yeung, executive director, National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum
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families, and their communities. And for that to happen, there needs to be a lot more 

flexibility, creativity, and acknowledgement of the ways families really work.

I consider myself lucky in the creativity department. My partner Abigail is a pre-

kindergarten teacher in a progressive New York City public school and I run a small 

national nonprofit. Both jobs require quick thinking and deep reserves of ingenuity. 

Without those pesky predefined gender roles, we’ve always shared our family respon-

sibilities almost entirely equitably (I’m better at building Ikea furniture but she’s more 

brave about mice). We both cut our teeth as AIDS activists so we have a deep appre-

ciation for the ways networks of friends come together as chosen family to take care 

of each other. 

Our daughter Penelope has a wonderful network of adults who love her and most 

of them, like me, are not biologically related to her at all. But sometimes love is not 

enough. Though I was there at conception, I have no legal relationship to Penelope 

until I “adopt” her. While New York City offers Abigail and me a lot of rights as domes-

tic partners, we’re nobodies if we venture outside of the five boroughs. And while we’re 

lucky that there are so many lesbian and gay parents around us that we’re never the 

only ones, or the first ones, I know that this is not true for many of the other 10 million 

children raised by lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender parents in the United States. In 

the end, while there may be some challenges in our biracial lesbian household, we’re 

grateful that both of us are creating the home that works for our lives and that we get 

to create a world where our daughter can have as many opportunities as any other kid.

When I think about what kind of world I want my daughter to grow up in, I hope it’s a 

lusty one. I hope that she will be able to be her highest, biggest, fullest, most robust self 

in the world. I hope she feels her vitality through working hard at jobs that enhance her. 

I want her to define her gender in ways that make her feel whole and authentic. I want 

her to come to understand, appreciate, and help build a just and peaceful world. I want 

for her a world in which she’ll be able to safely proclaim her sexual desire, her lust, no 

matter her sexual orientation. And I wish her the same joy that I’ve been able to attain 

through my communities of families, biological and chosen.

As women in this nation, let’s be reminded by our first moments of life to cry power-

fully, live vigorously, and celebrate our sexualities joyously. Let’s all remember to be a 

little more lusty.



Lynn Goldsmith, Corbis
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It’s October 2009, and after a hard day at work—or no day of work since you’ve 
been laid off—and maybe tending to children or aging parents as well, you click 
on the remote. On any given evening, in fictional television, you will see female 

police chiefs, surgeons, detectives, district attorneys, partners in law firms and, on 
“24,” a female president of the United States. Reality TV offers up the privileged 
“real” housewives of New York, Atlanta, and New Jersey, all of whom devote their 
time to shopping or taking their daughters to acting coaches. Earlier in the evening, 
the nightly news programs, and the cable channels as well, feature this odd mix: 
highly paid and typically very attractive women as reporters (and on CBS, even as 
the anchor) and, yet, minimal coverage of women and the issues affecting them. 

Many of us, especially those who grew up with “Leave It to Beaver” and “Father 
Knows Best,” are delighted to see “The Closer” (Kyra Sedgwick) as an accom-
plished boss and crime solver, Dr. Bailey (Chandra Wilson) as the take-no-pris-
oners surgeon on “Grey’s Anatomy,” and Shirley Schmidt (Candice Bergen) as a 
no-nonsense senior partner on reruns of “Boston Legal.” Finally, women at or near 
the top, holding jobs previously reserved for men, and doing so successfully! 

But wait. What’s wrong with these fantasy portraits of power? And what are the 
consequences of such fantasies? In short, what happened to everyday women in 
the media? Where is Roseanne Barr when we need her?

Media

Where Have You Gone, 
Roseanne Barr?

The media rarely portray women as they really are, 
as everyday breadwinners and caregivers

By Susan J. Douglas



282

The Shriver Report

Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?

Fantasies of power
The profound gap between media images and lived reality

So here is the unusual conjuncture facing us in the early 21st century, and espe-
cially amid the Great Recession: Women’s professional success and financial 
status are significantly overrepresented in the mainstream media, suggesting that 
women indeed “have it all.” Yet in real life, even as most women work, there are far 
too few women among the highest ranks of the professions and millions of every-
day women struggle to make ends meet and to juggle work and family. “Roseanne” 
humorously balanced that almost impossible mix, engaging audiences of millions, 
men and women alike, because of its cheeky take on everyday situations. By con-
trast, what much of the media give us today are little more than fantasies of power.

Why should policymakers pay attention to media images of women? Because the 
media—and especially (although not exclusively) the news media—may not suc-
ceed in telling us what to think, but they certainly do succeed in telling us what 
to think about. This is called agenda setting, and thus it matters if the real lives 
of most women are nowhere on the agenda, or if the agenda promotes the fan-
tasy that full equality is now a reality for all women. And policymaking matters 
because the news media typically follow the lead of political elites in Washington. 

If the president, or Congress, make an issue such as “ending welfare as we know 
it” a top priority, the news media will cover the debates around welfare, which will 
invariably focus some attention on poor women and their families. Without promi-
nent politicians emphasizing the ongoing pay gap between men and women, or the 

Here is the unusual conjuncture facing us in the early 
21st century, and especially amid the Great Recession: 

Women’s professional success and financial status 
are significantly overrepresented in the mainstream 
media, suggesting that women indeed “have it all.”  

So what much of the media have been giving us, then, 
are little more than fantasies of power. 
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continuing child care crisis in our country, and propos-
ing major legislation to address such issues, the news 
media will rarely take up such topics on their own. 

This essay argues, then, that it is time to consider 
the rather profound contradictions between image 
and reality currently facing us, and to examine the 
consequences they might have on public policy and 
on the lives of women and their families. These con-
tradictions include:

• Women’s occupations on television that bear scant 
resemblance to the jobs women actually hold

• Successful, attractive women journalists in front of 
the camera that masks how vastly outnumbered 
women are by men as experts and pundits

• The hype of the nontrend of mothers “opting out” of 
the workplace rather than the real lives of mothers 
as breadwinners

• Young women in America portrayed as shallow, cat-
fighting sex objects obsessed with their appearances 
and shopping

• The dismissive coverage of powerful, successful 
women versus their real achievements

• The denigration of feminism—which is a movement 
important to the well-being of men, women, and 
children—as somehow irrelevant to the realities of 
the workplace and family life in the 21st century

What might the repercussions of these misrepre-
sentations be? Well, it’s misleading for the media 
to imply that full equality for women is real—that 
now they can be or do anything they want—but then 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: The 
realities of family life today are not 
adequately represented in news and 
entertainment media?

Agree
78%

17%

2%

77%

17%

2%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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simultaneously suggest that most women prefer domesticity over the workplace. 
This reinforces the notion that women and men together no longer need to pursue 
greater gender equality at work and at home. Roseanne Barr, for one, would never 
stand for it. 

That’s why this essay argues that we need to remember what the feminists  
of the 1970s taught us—ridiculing unrealistic media images can be fun as well 
as important. 

Bridezilla? In this photo from WE TV, 20 brides-to-be dive into a giant wedding cake in New York’s 
Times Square in search of a winning raffle ticket. The event kicked-off season two of WE: Women’s 
Entertainment’s original series, “Bridezilla,” the reality program that seriously overplays the planning of 
weddings. {Diane Bondareff, WE TV, AP}
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If you immerse yourself in the media fare of recent years, what you see is a rather 
large gap between how the vast majority of girls and women live their lives, the 
choices they must make in life, and what they see—and don’t see—in the media. 
Ironically, it is just the opposite of the gap in the 1950s and ’60s, when images of 
women as stay-at-home housewives, or blonde bombshells, effaced the explod-
ing number of women entering the workforce, attending college, and becoming 
involved in politics. Back then the media illusion was that the aspirations of girls 
and women weren’t changing at all when in fact they were. Now, the media illu-
sion is that equality for girls and women is an accomplished fact when it isn’t. 
Then the media were behind the curve; now, ironically, they’re ahead. 

At the same time, there has been a resurgence of retrograde dreck clogging our 
cultural arteries—“The Man Show,” Maxim magazine, “Girls Gone Wild,” and 

“The Bachelor”—that resurrect stereotypes of girls and women as sex objects 
obsessed with romantic love and pleasing men.1 And, finally, representations of 
women as working-class or middle-class breadwinners, such as those we used to 
see in “Roseanne,” “Grace Under Fire,” “One Day at a Time,” “Kate & Allie,” and 

“Cagney & Lacey,” have virtually vanished from the small screen.

The situation is equally contradictory online. Sites such as Catalyst.org, for 
example, seek to advance professional opportunities for women, yet one of the 
most successful and important news and entertainment websites, the Huffington 
Post, also showcases, on its main page, stories about actresses posing nude. And 
then there’s the “Jezebel” controversy, in which bloggers claiming to speak for a 
new generation of liberated young women write under the handle “slut machine” 
and dismiss the prevalence and impact of date rape.2

Of course, women online are also engaged in far more positive efforts to 
inform Americans about the hard realities of work and life today. Case in point: 

The discrepancy between the reality of most  
women’s economic situations and what we  
see on our nation’s TV, computer, and silver 

 screens is deep and profound.
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PunditMom, the blog that makes clear the connection between mothering and 
politics. But overall, the discrepancy between the reality of most women’s eco-
nomic situations and what we see and hear on our nation’s TV, computer, and sil-
ver screens is deep and profound. 

These gaps between image and reality have both honorable and ignoble roots. 
Certain show creators, writers, and producers have indeed sought to develop 

“role model” characters who demonstrate that women can hold jobs previously 
reserved for men, including that of president of the United States. News organi-
zations, local and national, have recognized the importance and appeal of female 
reporters and anchors.3 

Of course, advertisers, the main support of most American media, want to pres-
ent “aspirational” images of financially comfortable, even wealthy people so we 
will envy the future selves we will become if we buy their products. Thus, women’s 
magazines need to provide a congenial environment for such ads and to offer 
visions of the individual empowerment that will result from exercise, the right 
makeup, and shrewd consumerism. The film industry, focused on the young and 
especially the teenage audience, devotes the bulk of its output to superheroes, sci-
ence fiction, and “chick flicks” in which the women are desperate to get married. 

But let’s not forget the persistence of plain old sexism. Talk radio is dominated 
by conservative men who are either openly sexist or have no interest in how the 
economy or public policy affect women. The mainstream news media, faced with 
cutbacks and declining audiences, have reduced their hard-news coverage and 
investigative reporting in favor of lifestyle, celebrity, and soft-news features. Web-
sites that aggregate and then comment on this kind of news coverage rarely replace 
it with reporting of their own. And advertisers’ niche marketing, which divides 
women up by age, race, class, and lifestyle, allows mainstream and alternative 
media alike to target younger audiences with more stereotypical images. 

The mainstream news media, faced with cutbacks  
and declining audiences, have reduced their hard- 
news coverage and investigative reporting in favor  

of lifestyle, celebrity, and soft-news features. 
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Why should we care about something as evanescent and often banal as media 
imagery, or the contradictions between this imagery and women’s everyday lives? 
Because the media, in their many forms, have become such powerful and ubiqui-
tous institutions in our society, shaping public understandings of which issues 
and which people are important and which ones are not. The media are not, as 
some in the industry would have us believe, “mirrors” simply reflecting reality. 

Rather, the media are funhouse mirrors that magnify certain kinds of people, val-
ues, attitudes, and issues, while minimizing others or even rendering them invis-
ible. Through the repetition of particular images and the erasure of others, the 
media play a central role in constructing a national “common sense” about who 
we are and who we should be. And these distorted reflections contain and perpetu-
ate significant class biases by either ignoring or silently ridiculing most women 
who make less than $100,000 a year and aren’t media perfect in appearance.

Because of the privileged position that rich, successful, or exceptional women now 
hold in the media, there exists a blackout, however unintended (or not), of how 
the majority of women, and especially those whose median earnings are about 
$36,000 a year or less, live their lives. 

Dr. Meredith Grey, meet my hairdresser
Women’s occupations on television versus the jobs women actually hold

For decades, television drama has been dominated by crime-fighting shows, police 
and detective stories, hospital dramas, and soap operas, with some programs 
hybrids of these genres. Although it took a while (in the aftermath of the women’s 
movement), by the 1990s the success of “Law & Order,” “L.A. Law,” and “E.R.” led 
to more celluloid female professionals, including law firm partners, female doctors, 
surgeons and hospital administrators, and female cops and police officers, especially 
in the 10 p.m. prime-time slot. By 2009, here’s a partial lineup of whom we had met: 

The media are funhouse mirrors that magnify certain 
kinds of people, values, attitudes, and issues, while 

minimizing others or even rendering them invisible. 
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• Lt. Anita Van Buren on “Law & Order”
• Detective Olivia Benson on “Law & Order: SVU”
• President Mackenzie Allen in “Commander in Chief”
• President Allison Taylor on “24”
• Deputy Police Chief Brenda Johnson on “The Closer”
• Detective Claudette Wyms in “The Shield”
• White House Press Secretary C.J. Cregg on “The 

West Wing”
• Dr. Lisa Cuddy, the hospital administrator and 

benighted boss of Dr. House in “House”

All these women, concentrated in high-profile, male-
dominated lines of work. Hey, do women have it 
made, or what?

And the way they get to talk to their male bosses or 
co-workers! Lt. Anita Van Buren (S. Epatha Merker-
son) tells a doctor who demands to see his patient, a 
suspect in a murder case, “Until you have more stars 
on your collar than I do, Doctor, you can’t demand a 
damn thing.” In “Grey’s Anatomy,” Dr. Bailey (Chan-
dra Wilson) is equally fearless when taking on her 
superiors. She notifies her boss Dr. Burke (Isaiah 
Washington), “I think you’re cocky, arrogant, bossy, 
and pushy, and you also have a God complex, you 
never think about anybody but your damn self.”

These are delicious fantasies for women—to succeed 
and be taken seriously in male-dominated professions, 
and to be able to talk back to male privilege. That’s 
one of the reasons all these shows are successful. 
Nonetheless, they overrepresent how far women have 
in fact come in the workplace, underrepresent the 
kind of work most women do, and misrepresent how 
women can, and do, comport themselves on the job.

The most telling case in point: the top five jobs for 
women in the United States are not surgeon, lawyer, 

Fantasy. Women characters on TV are concentrated 
in high-profile, male-dominated lines of work. From 
top, Dr. Lisa Cuddy on “House,” Lt. Anita Van Buren  
on “Law & Order,” and White House Press Secretary  
C.J. Cregg on “The West Wing.” 
{Photo credits From top: Adam Taylor, NBCU Photo Bank via AP 
Images; Will Hart, NBCU Photo Bank via AP Images; NBCU Photo 
Bank via AP Images}
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police lieutenant, district attorney or cable news 
pundit. In fact, the top five jobs for women in 2008 
were, in first place, secretaries, followed by regis-
tered nurses, elementary and middle school teachers, 
cashiers and retail salespersons. Further down the 
list? Maids, child care workers, office clerks, home 
health aids, and hairdressers.4 

Or consider that in 2008, the median earnings for 
women was $36,000 a year, 23 percent less than 
that of their male counterparts.5 And even more 
privileged women who attend college still earn 80 
percent of what men make one year out of college. 
(And 10 years out? 69 percent.)6 Of the top Fortune 
500 companies in 2008, only 15 had a female chief 
executive, and only 1 percent of police chiefs are 
women.7 And mothers, as financial journalist Ann 
Crittenden amply documents, pay an enormous 
price in lost wages once they have children, a price 
fathers rarely pay.8

Also, various studies suggest that rather than verbally 
smacking down their co-workers—let alone their 
superiors—the majority of female supervisors are 

“team builders,” often more open and accessible than 
men, more tolerant of and able to deal with different 
styles and personalities, more likely to solicit advice. 
They are, again in contrast to the tough-talking 
broads on TV, actually more likely to praise co-work-
ers and to mentor and motivate them.9 

It is male managers, according to these studies, 
who are more likely to punish co-workers, despite 
everything we’ve learned from “The Devil Wears 
Prada.” This doesn’t mean that women are better 
managers than men, but that many of them are dif-
ferent because of how women have been socialized. 
Certainly most women managers are quite at odds 

Fact. In reality, women are more often secretaries, 
teachers, maids, or hairdressers. 
{Photo credits From top: Vanessa Vick, Redux; Bob Bird, AP;  
David J. Phillip, AP}
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with the leathery, acid-tongued female law enforcement officers and other types 
so dominant in the media.

But if some think that females in power are more intimidating or unsympathetic 
or acerbic than men in power, it’s not hard to see how these stereotypes are rein-
forced every day in the media. At the same time, all these confident, linguistically 
brawny women personify the assumption that, whether they deserved it or not, 
women have smashed through the glass ceiling. Who in their right mind would 
think there would ever be a need for a revitalized feminist politics with hard-bit-
ten, flinty, successful women like these at the top?

Terry Who?
Women journalists in front of the camera versus women as experts and 
pundits on all issues

The success and prominence of certain women in television news—Katie Couric, 
Diane Sawyer, Gwen Ifill, Christiane Amanpour, Maria Bartiromo, Judy Wood-
ruff—has certainly been a welcome change over the past 20 years. In 2007, women 
were 40.2 percent of the television news workforce. Nonetheless, significant ineq-
uities remain. In 2006, only 28 percent of the broadcast evening newscast stories 
were reported by women. In newspaper newsrooms, while women were 37 percent 
of the workforce in 2008 (and minority women were 17 percent), 65 percent of all 
supervisors were men, and they are also 58 percent of copy editors, 61 percent of 
reporters, and 73 percent of photographers.10 

“Terry Who?” is Terry O’Neill, the president of the National Organization for 
Women, the largest women’s advocacy group in the United States. Yet where is she 
and other prominent women who would happily discuss the challenges of work 

The preponderance of those hosting or featured on 
television talk shows are white men who have shown 
scant interest in the challenges facing working-class 

or lower-middle-class women in particular. 
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and life faced by women and men today on CNN, the network news, or other tele-
vision talk shows? Women as news sources, experts, or commentators on these 
profound changes in our economy and society have been utterly marginalized. As 
a result, virtually unnoticed by the media are the enormous changes in family life 
wrought by massive male layoffs and more women becoming breadwinners; the 
increasing, pressing need for child care and quality after-school programs; and the 
persistence and consequences of pay inequity.

Importantly, the preponderance of those hosting or featured on television talk 
shows are white men who have shown scant interest in the challenges facing 
working-class or lower-middle-class women in particular. Men outnumbered 
women by a four-to-one ratio on the Sunday-morning talk shows in 2005 and 
2006. Of the 35 hosts or co-hosts on the prime-time cable news programs, 29 
were white men. As the Media Report to Women, an organization that covers 
women and the media, noted, “Women did not make up at least half of the guests 
on a single one of the three cable networks, and on some networks they comprised 
as little as 18 percent.”11 

Paris Hilton, all-American girl?
Images of young women as shallow, cat-fighting sex objects versus the real 
girls of America

The turn of the millennium marked a rise in television shows, movies, music 
videos, and magazines resurrecting sexist stereotypes of young women as little 
more than sex objects, defined first and foremost by their faces and bodies, as 
obsessed with boys, relationships, and finding Mr. Right, as addicted to shopping 
and defined by what they buy, and as shallow, materialistic twits who love getting 
into catfights with each other, especially over men. So we get TV shows about 
young women desperate to become the next “top model,” plastic surgery and 
makeover shows, “reality” TV shows about rich women desperate to stay young 
in Orange County, Atlanta, or New York, and celebrity magazines obsessed with 

“Who Wore it Better.” 

Just a glance across the media landscape reveals these pervasive sexist images. 
Young women on MTV’s “The Real World” are categorized as “sluts,” “bitches” 
(including “the black bitch”), and party girls. Rap music videos—with the deroga-
tory term “video ho’s”—reduce African American women to gyrating hootchie 





Claiming the spotlight. The success and promi-
nence of certain women in television news—among 
them Katie Couric, Diane Sawyer, Christiane Aman-
pour, Gwen Ifill, and Lisa Ling—has been a welcome 
change over the past 20 years. In 2007, women were 
40.2 percent of the television news workforce.  
{Photo credits clockwise from top left: Todd Heisler, The New 
York Times; Mark Peterson; Ramin Talaie, Corbis; laif, Redux; 
Mark Leong, Redux}
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mamas. And the latest bachelor on “The Bachelor” is 
presented with 25 women he gets to sample until he 
chooses the one he likes best. 

How did this happen, given the successes of the 
women’s movement and the understanding that sex-
ism is reactionary? The chief culprit is the use of 
an arch irony—the deployment of the knowing wink 
that it’s all a joke, that we’re not to take this too seri-
ously. Because women have made plenty of progress 
because of feminism, and now that full equality is 
allegedly complete, it’s OK, even amusing, to resur-
rect sexist stereotypes of girls and women.12 After all, 
TV shows such as “Are You Hot?” or magazines like 
Maxim can’t possibly undermine women’s equality at 
this late date, right? 

But the line this kind of media fare sells is that 
true power comes from getting men to lust after 
you and other women to envy you. Such representa-
tions reinforce the notion that a girl’s appearance is 
more important than her achievements or aspira-
tions—not a very useful message in the real world of 
women as breadwinners. 

These kinds of images also promote the notion that 
given these allegedly inherent female traits, girls may 
simply be unsuited for professional careers or posi-
tions of power. So images may have very real con-
sequences on girls’ ambitions, especially girls from 
low- and medium-income families, on their notions 
of feasible career choices, and on their accepting 
being tracked into lower-paying, dead-end jobs. 
Research shows that after being exposed to certain 
sexist media fare that objectifies women, in a sub-
sequent task girls choose not to assume leadership 
positions in team groups.13 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: How would you rank these three 
things in importance for a daughter  
of yours?

56%

23%

19%

63%

17%

15%

Women Men

Happy	marriage	and	children

Interesting	career

Financial	success

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Other studies show that after being required to focus on their bodies, girls do less 
well in certain kinds of cognitive tasks.14 And researchers also document that 
stereotypical imagery has a negative impact on what boys think girls and women 
can and cannot do.15 Indeed, another experiment shows that when applying for a 
managerial position, the women who appeared more sexy got rated as less compe-
tent and less intelligent than the more conservatively dressed applicants.16 

The tensions between media fare and the lives and experiences of most everyday 
young white women and women of color couldn’t be starker. The vast majority of 
ordinary young women in America cannot shop till they drop, do not like being 
objectified by boys, and will need to earn a living and be taken seriously at work. 

Smart, hardworking, accomplished young women who care about ideas, politics, 
social justice, and their future careers are very few and far between in America’s 
mass media, yet they are going to college in record numbers, and at some elite 
institutions getting a greater share of honors degrees than men.17 

Back to June Cleaver? 
Mothers “opting out” of the workplace versus mothers as breadwinners

Several years ago we were told that a big new trend was sweeping the land. 
According to an instantly infamous article in the Sunday New York Times Magazine 
from October 2003, women were now “opting out” of work.18 The cover headline 
asked “Q: Why Don’t More Women Get to the Top? A: They Choose Not To.” The 
subtitle read, “Abandoning the Climb and Heading Home.” Reportedly the news-
paper got more mail about this story, most of it hostile from furious women, than 
any other in recent history.19 

The magazine article sparked intense debate at the time, yet ever since the debut 
of “the mommy track” in the early 1990s, the women of America have been sub-
jected to these kinds of stories about mothers seeing the light and chucking it all 
for Junior’s sake.

What made this particular piece distinct was a statistical blip that showed a small 
decline in the number of working mothers in the workforce. The article, written by 
Lisa Belkin, herself a former New York Times reporter who decided to quit and write 
freelance instead, cited the experiences of several highly privileged white women 
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How different it all is from, you know, the sort of 

media images that we have of the 1950s family 

where he would be the sole breadwinner and he’d 

give his wife an allowance. Now two people sit down 

and say, ‘Here’s how much money we’re making, 

how are we gonna make these decisions together as 

a unit.’ I think about how different that is.

Michael in Seattle
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who were Princeton alums (as is Belkin). Their decision to “opt out” was then held 
up as a new, national trend embraced by all women of all races and classes. 

The biggest problem with this and similar stories was the emphasis on “choice.” 
Supposedly sensible, devoted mothers who truly cared about their kids simply 
chose to “opt out.” But despite the headline, what we learned inside the article 
was that the first two women we met, one an attorney, the other a television 
reporter, were confronted with speed-up at work—55- to 75-hour weeks—at the 
same time they were having children. Both asked for shorter and more flexible 
hours and were turned down. Their “choice” was to maintain their punishing 
schedules or to quit. As one of these women admitted, “I wish it had been possible 
to be the kind of parent I want to be and continue with my legal career.” 

Then there was the old selective use of statistics. There was no empirical evi-
dence at all that mothers were “opting out.”20 The article emphasized findings 
from a recent survey in which 26 percent of women in senior management said 
they did not want a promotion. So that meant nearly three-quarters did. We then 
learned that Fortune reported that in a survey of 108 women in high-powered jobs, 

“at least 20” had chosen to leave. Doesn’t that mean that four-fifths have not 
made this “choice”?

Katha Pollitt of The Nation, Heather Boushey, then at the Center for Economic 
and Policy Research, and others debunked Belkin’s other statistical sleights 
of hand in the piece, which allowed her to overstate how many mothers were 
actually “opting out” of the workforce.21 In fact, the most interesting thing 
about the article was its buried lead. The real story here was not about moth-
ers “choosing” not to work. It was about the ongoing inhumanity of many 
workplaces whose workaholic cultures are hostile to men and women alike. After 
all, there aren’t many women (and men) today who can afford to opt out of the 

The real story here was not about mothers “choosing” 
not to work. It was about the ongoing inhumanity 
of many workplaces whose workaholic cultures are 

hostile to men and women alike.
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family-unfriendly rat race and have the financial strength to start their own 
businesses suited to their family needs.

At the same time, the standards for what constituted being a good-enough mother 
had become unattainable. There was the emergence of what Smith College profes-
sor Meredith Michaels and I termed “the new momism” in our book The Mommy 
Myth—the insistence that no woman is truly complete or fulfilled unless she has 
kids, that women remain the best primary caretakers of children, and that to be a 
remotely decent mother, a woman has to devote her entire physical, psychological, 
emotional, and intellectual being, 24/7, to her children.22 

The new momism is driven by fear, stoked by so many stories about missing 
children, dangerous products, and child care centers supposedly staffed by child 
molesters. It has also been driven by marketing, the desire to sell anxious moth-
ers as many products as possible to protect their children from germs, and stoke 
their intellectual and physical development as early as possible—hence, piping 
Mozart into your womb while pregnant—and to sell magazines with such angst-
producing headlines as:

“Are You a Sensitive Mother?”
“Is Your Child Eating Enough?” 
“Is Your Baby Normal?” 

No wonder 77 percent of mothers with children at home said they believe it’s 
harder to be a mother now than it was 20 or 30 years ago, and 50 percent felt 
mothers were doing a worse job today than mothers back then, according to a 1997 
Pew Research Center poll.23 Even mothers who deliberately avoid TV and maga-
zines, or who pride themselves on seeing through them, have trouble escaping the 
standards of perfection, and the sense of threat, that the media ceaselessly atom-
ize into the air we breathe.

While important websites such as Catalyst, MomsRising, Feministing and those 
for the National Organization for Women and the Feminist Majority all seek to 
address these issues at home and abroad, many user-generated sites and blogs 
such as Adventures in Motherhood, Mothers & More, and Motherhood Uncen-
sored, to name only a few, focus disproportionately on motherhood, its challenges, 
its joys, and the need to confess one’s failings. This is powerful testimony to the 
tyranny of the new momism and women’s need to talk back to it and connect with 
each other in honest and mutually sustaining ways. 
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Mothers, often isolated from one another because of geography or work pat-
terns and forced to think of themselves as lone heroes (or failures), have found 
on the Internet a place where they can try to connect with each other and not 
feel so alone. The proliferation of all the “momoir” books and these online sites 
documents the struggle that mothers—including working mothers—face, how 
neglected they remain by our government, and the extent to which motherhood in 
particular remains the unfinished business of the women’s movement.24

And it rhymes with witch…
The dismissive coverage of powerful, successful women versus  
their achievements

On top of all this, there are the representations of powerful women as impossible 
divas: greedy, unscrupulous, hated by their staffs, unloved by their families. Just 
think Miranda Priestly in “The Devil Wears Prada.” But what about the corporate 
thieves of Enron—Kenneth Lay, Jeffrey Skilling, Andrew Fastow, and others—all 

Too emotional. When Senator 
Hillary Clinton teared up during the 
New Hampshire primary, she was  
declared too emotional. {Elise Amendola, AP}

Too hot. Governor Sarah Palin suffered 
from sexist attention during the presiden-
tial campaign from conservative men who 
proudly called her a “hottie.” {Lynne Sladky, AP}

Too angry. When the media at first 
had no idea what to make of Michelle 
Obama, she was tagged as an “angry 
black woman.” {Steve Helber, AP}
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of whom bilked thousands of Enron employees and investors out of their life sav-
ings? These guys did not come in for the same ridiculing and schadenfreude-filled 
media coverage that Martha Stewart faced when she was charged with covering 
up an insider trading deal of far less shattering financial importance. Yes, it’s true, 
the Enron boys weren’t celebrities. But they also weren’t women. 

Let’s consider how the media dealt with the three most important women in the 
2008 presidential contest: Hillary Clinton, Sarah Palin and Michelle Obama. Mil-
lions of women were outraged over the sexist coverage of Hillary Clinton during 
her presidential campaign. This smart and experienced U.S. senator was carica-
tured by a brigade of middle-aged, upper-middle-class white male commenta-
tors throughout the presidential primaries. Clinton was cast by white, male TV 
commentator Joe Scarborough as “very shrill.”25 And according to Tucker Carlson, 
she made men “involuntarily” cross their legs out of castration anxiety.26 Glenn 
Beck cut to the chase and simply called her a bitch.27 MSNBC’s Chris Matthews 
asserted that the New York Senator got where she was only because people felt 
sorry for her because her husband cheated on her.28 

At first, Sarah Palin was spared such coverage. Indeed, in the wake of the com-
mentary Senator Clinton received, it was verboten in the mainstream press to ask 
whether a mother of five, including a 4-month-old infant with Down’s Syndrome, 
could run for and hold such a high office. But in the online world Governor Palin’s 
many substantive and personal contradictions were the subject of immediate and 
intense ridicule from the left and lots of sexist attention from conservative men 
who proudly declared her a “hottie.” 

But after the election, former aides to her running mate, Senator John McCain 
(R-AZ), began leaking all sorts of innuendo. The Alaska governor thought Africa 
was a country, not a continent. She was a diva and had tantrums. She was diffi-
cult and uncooperative. She was suffering from postpartum depression. And that 

There are the representations of powerful women  
as impossible divas: greedy, unscrupulous, hated  

by their staffs, unloved by their families.
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it was Palin, not her handlers, who insisted on a $150,000 wardrobe makeover.29 
How much of this was true remains unclear, but it was all easy to believe because 
she was a woman, and an ambitious one at that. 

And then there is our current first lady. For much of the 2008 campaign the 
media had no idea what to make of the elegant, Princeton- and Harvard-educated 
Michelle Obama (except, of course, her clothes and bare arms). But the stereo-
type of the “angry black woman” was so pervasive, so available, that Fox News, 
National Review and the Internet rumor mill had no trouble trying to pin it on her. 
Even The New Yorker magazine had its take on the stereotype, running its “fist-
bump” cover, with Obama drawn in Black Panther garb with an assault rifle slung 
over her shoulder.30 After Barack Obama’s inauguration, black journalist and talk-
ing head Juan Williams—juiced on the fumes of “The O’Reilly Factor”—referred 
to Mrs. Obama’s “militant anger” and described her as “Stokely Carmichael [a 
1960s black activist]…in a dress.”31 

Michelle Obama has had to pay dearly for the prevailing stereotype of black 
women as “angry,” domineering and emasculating, according to her hometown 
newspaper the Chicago Tribune. She went on daytime talk show “The View” to 
chat with its women cohosts, she read to schoolchildren, she planted the famous 
White House garden, she tended to her kids, she shopped at J. Crew. She became 
the “mom-in-chief.” By May 2009, her favorability ratings had soared to 72 per-
cent, higher even than her husband’s.32 

The great irony of the 2008 campaign was that it was allegedly all about gen-
der—at least on an individual basis—but collectively it wasn’t about gender at 
all. Between all the anxiety about Hillary Clinton’s cleavage and her tears during 

The 2008 campaign was allegedly all about gender— 
at least on an individual basis—but collectively it 

wasn’t about gender at all. There was scant attention 
paid to how the health care crisis affects women 

and their families, the ongoing child care crisis, pay 
inequity, women’s health, or reproductive rights.
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the New Hampshire primary campaign, or how “hot” 
Sarah Palin was, or how angry Michelle Obama was, 
there was scant attention paid to how the health care 
crisis affects women and their families, the ongo-
ing child care crisis, pay inequity, women’s health, 
or reproductive rights. The media were sexist to all 
three and in the process ignored what really matters 
to women and men in American today as they try to 
balance work and life.

Those “radical” feminists
The demonization of feminism versus its 
importance to the well-being of men, women, 
and children

Feminism is now embedded in American life. The 
understanding that women can and should be able to 
hold the same jobs as men has led to TV shows such 
as “The Closer” and “Grey’s Anatomy.” At the very 
same time, feminism and feminists have been so thor-
oughly and effectively demonized in American soci-
ety—Rush Limbaugh, for example, equating them with 
Nazis33—that it is hard to think of a political group or 
movement that has had such a great impact on Amer-
ican life while at the same time being so discredited. 

This rests on a new “common sense” in the media 
about the status of women. Allegedly, the women’s 
movement has been such a complete success that 
full equality with men is a fact, and so feminism 
is supposedly irrelevant now. Feminists have been 
stereotyped—in the news, books, movies, and tele-
vision shows—as strident, humorless, deliberately 
unattractive, anti-family women who hate men and 
wish to make young women as unhappy as they are. 
Consequently, not only is feminism unnecessary 
because all its goals have supposedly been achieved, 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Today’s 
women’s movement is a movement that 
considers the needs of men and families, 
too, not just women?

Agree
73%

20%

2%

59%

32%

3%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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but also it is objectionable because it will make those who embrace it unattract-
ive, unloved, and miserable.

In real life, of course, as Jessica Valenti, the co-founder of the website Feministing, 
put it, “The smartest, coolest women I know are feminists.”34 Most feminists bear 
zero resemblance to the stereotype describe above. Just think Ellen DeGeneres, 
Geena Davis, Whoopi Goldberg, Barbara Ehrenreich, Wanda Sykes, Toni Morrison, 
Katha Pollitt, Representative Maxine Waters (D-CA), Margaret Cho, Billie Jean 
King, Isabel Allende, and Naomi Klein.

Similarly, in the everyday world most women display a feminist sensibility that 
detracts not at all from their humor, looks, outlook on life, or the workaday world 
they engage in. But this common sense about feminism keeps feminist voices and 
women’s issues out of much of the media. What dominates instead is a discourse 
of individualism—each woman is a product that she alone must make and shape. 
In this imagined world, any and all successes and failures are up to her and her 
alone—and so ingrained is this view that it is hard to imagine another model, 
another way of thinking. 

And that may be the biggest challenge facing women today—to re-imagine and 
embrace collective action that cuts across the lines of race, class, and sexuality. 
This new, all-encompassing movement would hold the government, our work-
places and our educational, cultural, and religious institutions responsible for 
building a more just and humane society based on real equality.

Where do we go from here?

Women as mindless consumers, young women as airheads or enmeshed in cat-
fights, powerful women as difficult and unloved and, yet, women who have cracked 
the glass ceiling, all appear on our nation’s media screens. But you note I have 

That may be the biggest challenge facing women 
today—to re-imagine and embrace collective action 

that cuts across the lines of race, class, and sexuality. 
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not yet used the word “breadwinner” because that role, implying as it does active 
support of a family in multiple forms, is more absent from the media today than 
when “Cagney & Lacey” or “Roseanne” were on the air in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Women as breadwinners today include low- and middle-income women as well as 
the upper-middle-income and wealthy women more often portrayed in the media. 
Women as breadwinners reminds us of the central economic role of African Amer-
ican, Hispanic and other minority women and low- and middle-income women in 
our economy. These women—the majority of us—are invisible, erased. And when 

A different take in the media. Ellen DeGeneres: one of the pioneers of daytime talk shows that 
really matter to women. {Chris Pizzello, AP}



306

The Shriver Report

Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?

women as breadwinners are not seen, our needs are not even acknowledged. That’s 
why our media would be more reflective of real life and real work, and our society 
would be better off if we:

• Increase the presence of family-friendly and female experts in the news media
• Expose sexist media fare and promote media literacy among our youth
• Make the role of women as breadwinners more visible

To achieve these ends, I recommend that we work together to pressure the  
media much, much more than we have in the past, and the news media especially, 
to increase the presence of women, including experts on issues affecting women. 

Where are the routine women’s voices, backed by studies about pay inequity, 
health care, inadequate child care, homeless women and their families, on “Meet 
the Press” or CNN? This is a huge fight, given the stereotypes about feminists and 
the dismissing of women’s issues. 

Finally, we need to talk back to the media more. Let’s remember that it was a 
group of high school girls in Pennsylvania, so outraged by the Abercrombie & Fitch 
T-shirt for girls that read “Who needs brains when you have these?” that got 
the shirts removed from stores.35 But this must also be a more sustained, long-
term activity, involving the promotion of media literacy for children and fighting 
against the sexist stereotypes—and the advertisers who support them—that tar-
get young people. We would do well to trumpet the analysis of the Women’s Media 
Center, the reporting of Women’s eNews, and the pushback of Media Matters.

In short, we need to match the reality with the image of women as citizens and 
breadwinners and render visible what has been so effectively eclipsed. Pay ineq-
uity, dead-end jobs, sexual harassment, abuse of overtime pay, speed-up at work, 
out-of-date maternity leave policies, inadequate or nonexistent child care—these 

We need to match the reality with the image of 
women as citizens and breadwinners and render 

visible what has been so effectively eclipsed. 
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are all burdens carried by tens of millions of women with minimal help or 
acknowledgment. And these are all problems that government, employers, and 
society can help overcome. 

It’s time for leaders across the country to emphasize the discrepancies between 
image and reality, and to get women’s issues and a feminist perspective back in 
the media spotlight. Let’s first consider these misleading images and the real lives 
of women, then identify the pressure points in the media where women and men 
together can apply humor and satire, and justified outrage whenever appropriate 
to chastise the overt and inadvertent stereotyping of women today. 

And we should also identify when and where we can praise the media for giving 
voice to women’s real needs and concerns. Because despite everything, the media 
do this too—just not often enough. This is one of main effects of today’s media—
by overemphasizing certain kinds of people, policies, values, and solutions, it 
makes imagining alternatives all the much harder. It is time for us to take on the 
current “common sense,” to smash it, and to dare the country and the media not 
to take us seriously. 
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The next generation to enter the American workforce is growing up today 
bombarded with numerous media choices. As Susan Douglas details in 
the preceding chapter, “Where Have You Gone, Roseanne Barr?” the media 

present skewed portraits of women and work. Here, we turn to the influence the 
media exert on children and teenagers and what that may mean for the next gen-
eration entering the workforce, particularly the media itself.

The typical 8-to-18-year-old spends roughly six and a half hours per day with 
various media.1 Whether looking at animated films approved for general audi-
ences, R-rated blockbusters, or innovative video games, girls and women often 
appear as eye candy. These ever-present idealized portrayals may be inescapable 
for female viewers, whether they are 8 or 18 years of age. Of equal concern is what 
boys and young men might be learning about girls and women and how to relate to 
them. All this will inform the future workplaces of America.

Let’s start with content delivered in traditional formats and move to new media 
platforms. The first message young Americans may extract from the media is 

By Stacy L. Smith, Cynthia Kennard, and Amy D. Granados

Socialization
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that girls and women are missing in action. Analyzing 400 films released between 
1990 and 2006, one study found that males appear on screen 2.71 times more fre-
quently than females. 2 Assessing popular video games, this gender gap can widen 
to as much as five males to every one female in some games.3 Television is closer 
to presenting a more balanced picture,4 with prime-time women occupying 37 
percent to 40 percent of all roles.5 Despite significant gains, the American woman 
today remains noticeably absent across media watched by kids and teenagers.

When females are present, storylines often reveal that women are valued more for 
how they look rather than for who they are. This is the second message children 
and teenagers may glean from the media, particularly in animated content. Look-
ing across 100 popular G-rated films, a recent study found that 33.1 percent of 
females are thin, 34.6 percent possess an unrealistically small waist, and 16.3 per-
cent have an unattainable hourglass figure.6 Such disfigured dames have little 
room for a womb or any other internal organ.

Children’s media diets do change with age and maturity. Music, magazines, web-
sites, video games, and mobile media may become more or less important in late 
elementary school and early adolescence. Music videos have been heavily criti-
cized, with concern emanating from depictions of that objectify women, explicit 
lyrical references to sex, and highly suggestive “bump and grind” dance choreog-
raphy. 7 One study shows that women are more likely than men to be shown in pro-
vocative outfits in music videos.8 Roles in this genre also vary by gender: Men are 
more likely to be shown as “sex animals” and women are more likely to be shown 
as “sex objects.”9

The fashion-centric media only add to the succession of sexy images seen across 
other platforms. Beauty magazines, corresponding websites, and reality shows—
think “Project Runway” and “America’s Next Top Model”—may be particularly 
important agents of socialization for adolescent females. Elle, Vogue, and In Style 
feature no shortage of thin, waif-like women. Some of these haute couture models 
have been criticized for their slim, “heroin chic” looks.10 

Storylines often reveal that women are valued more 
for how they look rather than for who they are. 
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One investigation found that models working in high fashion became taller but 
their weight remained unchanged across most of the 20th century.11 More than 25 
percent of these women between the 1930s and the 1990s met the standard set by 
the American Psychological Association for anorexia nervosa. In stark contrast, 
the typical 18-to -29-year-old American woman became taller and heavier—
thereby widening the discrepancy between what is a real and a quixotic body size.

As adolescent females turn to fashion, many young males may seek out and play 
video games. Such content is the breeding ground for the construction of many 
gals with improbable features, among them Lara Croft from the “Tomb Raider” 
series and Helena from “Dead or Alive 4.” Studies show that females in top-
selling video games are more likely than their male counterparts to be clothing 
challenged, adorned in sexualized attire, and wearing garments inappropriate for 
the task at hand.12 

Unfashionably emaciated. High fashion models with unhealthy bodies are a threat to the young 
women who emulate them. {Ana Laura Castro}
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What impact does repeated exposure to these types of portrayals have on viewers? 
Before answering this question, it is important to underscore that media mes-
sages are factors among many that may contribute with other influences to the 
actual socialization of youth. Research also reveals that not all children and teens 
are affected by the media in the same way. But here we will outline several possi-
ble outcomes that may be associated with viewing skewed, sexy media portrayals 
on the next generation of American women—those who may one day dominate 
the workforce. 

First, the media may affect perceptions of self-worth of girls and teenagers. Sec-
ond, the media may affect girls’ thoughts and feelings about their bodies.13 Third, 
the media may affect how females construct their identities virtually in the public 
sphere. This last point is particularly relevant as girls continue to dominate some 
elements of online content creation, 14 such as blogging and social networking, which 
means they may become attracted to media industries as they enter the workforce.

When girls and young women become their own producers and distributors of 
online content they may look to women in the media to inform their personal 
branding style. Isn’t it ironic, then, that real narratives about women and girls 
are marginalized in fictional media while the sexual conquests, materialism, and 
globetrotting of ingenues and reality stars are deemed newsworthy across print, 
broadcast, and online sources?

These mixed messages could have serious career implications. A recent survey 
of 3,169 professionals revealed that over a fifth have used social networking 
sites to help inform their hiring decisions.15 Among those turning to such sites, 
a third has disqualified potential applicants based on what they saw or read on 
personal profiles. Just after drug/alcohol use (41 percent), the study showed that 
the second highest reported “area of concern” among managers (40 percent) was 
seeing “provocative or inappropriate photographs or information” online about a 
potential employee. 

Models working in high fashion became  
taller but their weight remained unchanged  

across most of the 20th century.
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So, what is to be done? The main hope lies on females working behind the scenes 
across media platforms in production, distribution, and exhibition. Research dem-
onstrates that when women direct films, write/produce TV shows, or even cover the 
news, the way in which females are presented changes dramatically.16 Yet there may 
be a long wait for complex and wide-ranging portrayals of females, as breaking into 
decision-making media positions has proven difficult for many women.

Female decision-makers in the entertainment industry are the exception and 
not the rule. Few executive studio positions have been filled by women and the 
number of females working as directors, writers, and producers of film is low and 
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has not changed meaningfully over the last decade. Fewer than 10 
percent of all films are directed by a female auteur.17 While near 
financial parity exists in television, a substantial wage gap prevails 
for writers of film. This is evidenced by the approximate $40,000 
discrepancy in median salary for men and women screenwriters in 
2005, the last year for which complete data are available.18 

In the digital world, a profusion of stories about girls and women in 
new media may be easier to accomplish over time. This may happen 
despite the fact that only two women reside in the president or CEO 
positions at technology companies—Carol Bartz at Yahoo! Inc. and 
Gina Bianchini at Ning Inc. Perhaps early socialization to technol-
ogy focusing on relationship building and interpersonal connectivity 
will attract more teen- and college-aged females into careers involv-
ing blogging, online newsgathering, reporting and dissemination, 
and webisode construction. 

Future female media content creators may well have the opportu-
nity to tell a multitude of stories about girls and women across the 
lifespan. To achieve this end, we need to sensitize the next genera-
tion of American citizens to current media biases surrounding the 
prevalence and portrayal of females. Such educational efforts could 
also target areas where women may have less direct experience 
than men. For instance, webisodes or fictional narratives address-
ing salary negotiation, management training, and long-term career 
planning could instruct and may help to narrow the wage gap 
between males and females in some professions. 

These types of stories may also help to populate—over time—the 
executive suite of major media and digital corporations with 
females. Surely these attempts could harness the prosocial poten-
tial of new and old media and may even take a step toward inocu-
lating some of the next generation of males and females in the 
workforce from perpetuating what has been the status quo.

Hope for the future. Young women in the fashion business may one day deliver 
more real presentations of women. {Fred R. Conrad, The New York Times}
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student, Annenberg School for Communication, University of Southern California.

Endnotes

 1 Kaiser Family Foundation, “Generation M: Media in the Lives of 8–18 Year-Olds” (2005).

 2  Stacy L. Smith and Crystal Allene Cook, “Gender Stereotypes: An Analysis of Popular Films and TV” (Los Angeles: 
Geena Davis Institute for Gender and Media, 2008). 

 3 Children Now, “Fair Play? Violence, Gender and Race in Video Games” (2001); Edward Downs and Stacy L. Smith, 
“Keeping Abreast of Hypersexuality: A Video Game Character Content Analysis” (Paper presented at the annual con-

ference of the International Communication Association to the Mass Communication Division, New York, 2005); 
Dmitri Williams and others, “The Virtual Census: Representation of Gender, Race, and Age in Video Games,” New 
Media Society 11 (5) (2009): 815–834. 

 4 Smith and Cook, “Gender Stereotypes: An Analysis of Popular Films and TV.”

 5 Jack Glascock, “Gender Roles on Prime-Time Network Television: Demographics and Behaviors,” Journal of Broadcast-
ing and Electronic Media 45 (4) (2001): 656–669; Martha. M. Lauzen and David M. Dozier, “The Role of Women on 
Screen and Behind the Scenes in the Television and Film Industries: Review of a Program of Research,” Journal of 
Communication Inquiry 23 (4) (1999): 355–373; Nancy Signorielli and Aaron Bacue, “Recognition and Respect: A 
Content Analysis of Prime Time Television Characters Across Three Decades,” Sex Roles 40 (7/8) (1999): 527–544.

 6 Smith and Cook, “Gender Stereotypes: An Analysis of Popular Films and TV.”

 7 Kathy SaeNgian, “Researcher Cites Negative Influences of Hip-Hop,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, June 13, 2008, available at 
http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/08165/889550-51.stm; Nekesa Mumbi Moody, “BET’s ‘Uncut’ exposes plenty of 
female flesh,” Star-Ledger, April 13, 2004, retrieved September 25, 2009, Lexis-Nexis.

 8 Christine Hanson and Ranald Hanson, “Music and Music Videos.” In Dolf Zillmann and Peter Vorderer, eds., Media 
Entertainment: The Psychology of its Appeal (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2000), p. 183.

 9 Hanson and Hanson, “Music and Music Videos”; Kate Conrad, Travis Dixon and Yuanyuan Zhang, “Controversial Rap 
Themes, Gender Portrayals and Skin Tone Distortion: A Content Analysis of Rap Music Videos,” Journal of Broadcast-
ing and Electronic Media 53 (1) (2009): 134–156.

 10 “Skinny Models Banned from Catwalk,” available http://www.cnn.com/2006/WORLD/europe/09/13/spain.models/
index.html (last accessed September 2009).

 11 Carol Byrd-Bredbenner and Jessica Murray, “A Comparison of the Anthropometric Measurements of Idealized Female 
Body Images in Media Depicted to Men, Women, and General Audiences,” Topical Clinical Nutrition 18 (2) (2003): 
117–129. 

 12 Berrin Beasley and Tracy C. Standley, “Shirts vs. Skins: Clothing As an Indicator of Gender Role Stereotyping in Video 
Games,” Mass Communication & Society 5 (3) (2002): 279–293; Downs and Smith, “Keeping Abreast of Hypersexual-
ity: A Video Game Character Content Analysis.”

 13 Shelly Grabe and others, “The Role of the Media in Body Image Concerns among Women: A Meta-Analysis of Experi-
mental and Correlational Studies,” Psychological Bulletin 134 (3) (2008): 460–476.

http://www.post-gazette.com/pg/08165/889550-51.stm


317

 14 Kate Spicer and Abul Taherreport, “Girls and Young Women are Now the Most Prolific Web Users,” The Sunday Times, 
March 9, 2008, available at http://technology.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/tech_and_web/the_web/article3511863.ece.

 15 “Employers Using Social-Networking Sites to Research Job Candidates,” available at http://www.marketingcharts.com/
interactive/employers-using-social-networking-sites-to-research-job-candidates-5998 (last accessed September 2009). 

 16 Cinny Kennard and Sheila Murphy, “Characteristics of War Coverage by Female Correspondents.” In Philip Seib, ed., 
Media and Conflict in the 21st Century (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2005); Lauzen and Dozier, “The Role of 
Women on Screen and Behind the Scenes in the Television and Film Industries: Review of a Program of Research”; 
Stacy L. Smith, Marc Choueiti, Amy D. Granados and Sarah Erickson, “Asymmetrical Academy Awards: A Look at 
Gender Balance in Best Picture Nominated Films from 1977–2006” (Los Angeles: University of Southern California, 
Annenberg School for Communication, 2008).

 17 Martha M. Lauzen, “The Celluloid Ceiling: Behind-the-Scenes Employment of Women on the Top 250 Films of 2008” 
(San Diego: Center for the Study of Women in Television and Film, 2009).

 18 Darnell M. Hunt, “Whose Stories Are We Telling? The 2007 Hollywood Writers Report” (Los Angeles: Writers Guild of 
America, West, 2007), p. 20.



318

I am profoundly grateful that women fought for the right to live and 

lead in the public spaces outside the home. The struggle has been 

epic, fought on many fronts—political, academic, economic, and 

more—over more than a century. And it’s working! Women have 

been liberated and the country has been blessed with an extraordi-

nary influx of long-lost talent.

The pioneers gave my wife shoulders to climb—to break through 

the glass ceiling that kept women out of offices like the one she 

occupies as governor of the State of Michigan. Like most guys who 

have experienced a daughter, mom, wife, or friend excel in this way, 

I thought this was awesome. I’ve had my moments, with my (male) 

ego struggling in the shadows of a great woman. I learned what “first 

ladies,” executives’ wives, and just about every girl or woman on the 

globe felt for decades when someone looked past them as though 

they weren’t there. These moments helped me appreciate the ways 

in which we marginalize people and why inclusion is not only nice 

and just but makes incredible sense.

I look forward to the unfolding of a second, quiet revolution. Women 

are now free to live in the public world, but we men are not inquiring 

about (let alone demanding or fighting for) the corresponding free-

dom to do “women’s work.” We did not shout: “Why can’t I raise the 

kids?” Or, “Why are we stereotyped as aggressive, testosterone driven, 

and incapable of answering questions like ‘how do you feel?’” Why 

does society still belittle those men who care deeply about fashion 

or aesthetics, food or relationships? Why do we still socialize men to 

A Second, Quiet Revolution 
By Dan Mulhern, first gentleman of Michigan, author of “Everyday Leadership:  
Getting Results in Business, Politics and Life,” and radio talk show host 
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not feel the vulnerable emotions that come with their lives every bit 

as much as women’s lives: sadness, empathy, whimsy, silliness, or fear? 

Most emblematic: Why are men not allowed to cry? 

My dad suffered with lung cancer. The way he’d been socialized—

the oldest son, Korean War vet, corporate manager—made it nearly 

impossible for him to deal with all the emotions churning within 

him: regret, joy, sadness, love, and of course fear. The male socializa-

tion that blocked access to his feelings also made it so hard for him 

to receive and validate and share the intense feelings of my mom—

her sadness and fear as well as her depth of love.

Women have won a new opportunity not only for themselves but 

for men. Men now have the chance to be great supporters of pow-

erful women, to relate to them in whole new ways, to nurture and 

empathize with our children, and central to it all, to develop our 

own full humanity. So, I say thanks to the feminists, the suffragettes, 

the quiet courageous women, and the good men who opened two-

way doors to exciting new worlds.

Men now have the 

chance to be great 

supporters of powerful 

women, to relate to 

them in whole new 

ways, to nurture and 

empathize with our 

children, and central 

to it all, to develop our 

own full humanity. 



“I was brought up in a traditional 

home. My parents migrated from 

Mexico and I have these Latino 

uncles who were tough and macho. 

And as a little kid, it was like, wow, 

these guys. I had that image of what 

I was supposed to be. But also, at 

the same time today, I feel really 

fortunate that I belong to a local 

church. And I get together with 

men every Saturday. And I get to 

tell these guys what’s going on. And 

then I realize that we’ve all got 

these different difficulties. But we 

encourage each other.  And we pray 

for each other. And it’s like, hey, you 

know, I’m a guy. And I want to be 

a guy.  And I don’t know that the 

definition has changed. But I know 

what I want for my family. And so 

I’ve got this support group that 

is trying to help me be what my 

definition of a guy should be.”

Victor in Seattle

“So we were the two girls in the room and we 
could either try to be like the guys or we could 
say, ‘I am different.’ Part of being different is 

understanding a little more about how other 
women buy things and how to relate to other 

people in terms of your employees and how to 
build an organization that is a different kind of 
culture and that can be a strength. And so I just 

don’t want to lose the female diversity, the power 
of female diversity, because I think that the 

more we try to sort of put that away, the more 
we lose a real, a differentiating advantage that 

we bring together.” Heidi in Silicon Valley

“I think really we need to redefine what 
femininity is. You can still be in a position 

of power, you can still run your house-
hold and you can still be feminine. That’s 

really I think where we are getting this 
new definition of what femininity is.” 

Devon in Silicon Valley



theLet
Conversation

Begin

“I remember asking a pastor one time, ‘you always say that 
men are the head, men are in charge, yet the people I see 
running things around here are moms.’ And women. But it has 
gotten more confusing now that women are more empowered. 
They don’t have to play that role.” Ward in Seattle

“I think you have to start  
talking to your spouse and 

setting the ground rules. What 
exactly is she expecting from 
you and what do you expect 
from her? And that way, you 

are going to avoid any conflict. 
If you have that clear, I guess it 

would always work out. Now 
if there’s no conversation, I 

doubt sincerely that that 
struggle is gonna be some-

thing easy to be solved.”
Rodrigo in Seattle

“You know, all of us grew up thinking this was a man’s 

world, that these doors were just gonna open to us 

because we had a Y chromosome. And suddenly we 

have to adjust to the fact that, you know, that’s not the 

case. And the recession has made it even more intense 

for us. And so every family, I think, is trying to figure 

out, like, what does this mean?” Michael in Seattle 

“Yes, I wish we could all have a man take care of us. And, 
yes, being the primary breadwinner is not something 
that is conducive to raising children—we don’t have the 
time. But you know, two of us have to work in order to 
make ends meet.” Bea in Los Angeles



Lauren Ferguson
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Men

Has a Man’s World Become  
a Woman’s Nation?

By Michael Kimmel

This is a man’s world,” sang James Brown in 1964, with a voice both 
defiantly assertive and painfully anguished. He starts off proudly, with 
a litany of men’s accomplishments: men made the cars, the trains, the 

electric lights and the boats that carried the loads and took us out of the dark. 
Men even made the toys that children play with. But lest he encourage only 
smug self-satisfaction, Brown changes course at the end of the song. “But it 
wouldn’t be nothing…without a woman or a girl.” Without women, Brown ends, 
men are “lost in the wilderness…lost in bitterness…lost, lost,” his voice trailing 
off in confusion and despair. 

This essay is about that wilderness 45 years later—a wilderness in which some 
men today are lost, others bitter, and still others searching for new forms of mas-
culinity amid what they believe is the excessive feminization of American soci-
ety and culture—not because of the absence of women in their lives that Brown 
noticed but rather, ironically, because of their increased presence. At work and at 
home, in private and in public, women’s increasing equality has been an issue to 
which men have had to respond. 

If women’s entry into the labor force stirred up men’s ability to anchor their iden-
tity as family provider, women’s emergence as primary breadwinner is a seismic 
shift, shaking some men’s identities to their foundations. Coupled with the equally 
seismic shift in the structure of the workplace, we see a major reason why many 

“
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contemporary observers see a “crisis” of masculinity—a general confusion and 
malaise about the meaning of manhood.

How have men responded? While some noisily and bitterly protest, and others 
continue to fight a rear-guard action to undo women’s gains, most American men 
simply continue to go about their lives, falling somewhere between eager embrace 
of women’s equality and resigned acceptance. And among this majority of Ameri-
can men, some interesting developments are now clear. These men by and large are 
closer to their wives and children and happier for the effort (as are their families), 
and they are healthier both physically and mentally. And yes, they have more sex. 

Declaring America to be a woman’s nation, while deliberately provocative, does 
not mean we are, but just as surely it does mean we no longer live in a man’s world, 
underscoring a significant trend of the gradual, undeniable, and irreversible prog-
ress toward gender equality in every arena of American life—from the public sector 
(economic life, politics, the military) to private life (work-family balance, marital 
contracts, sexuality). Women have successfully entered every arena of public life, 
and today many women are as comfortable in the corporate boardroom, the athletic 
playing field, the legal and medical professions, and the theater of military opera-
tions as previous generations of women might have been in the kitchen. 

And they’ve done it amazingly fast. It is within the last half-century that the 
workplace has been so dramatically transformed, that the working world depicted 
in the hit TV show “Mad Men” (about Madison Avenue advertising executives in 
the early 1960s) looks so anachronistic as to be nearly unrecognizable. For both 
women and men, these dramatic changes have come at such a dizzying pace that 
many Americans are searching for the firmer footing of what they imagine was a 
simpler time, a bygone era in which everyone knew his or her place. 

Declaring America to be a woman’s nation, while 
deliberately provocative, does not mean we are, but 
it underscores a significant trend of the gradual, 

undeniable, and irreversible progress toward gender 
equality in every arena of American life.
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My father tells me that when he was in college, he 
and his friends would occasionally pose this question 
to each other: “Will you let your wife work?” And, he 
tells me, they all answered it in pretty much the same 
way. “She shouldn’t have to work. I should be able to 
support my family all by myself.” 

Today, among my male students, the question itself 
is meaningless. They assume their wives will work, 
and certainly do not anticipate being asked to grant 
permission for their wives to do so. They expect to be 
part of a two-career couple, for financial, if not politi-
cal, reasons. 

The transformation of American public life prompted 
by these changes in women’s lives has of course had 
a profound impact on the lives of American men—
whether or not they recognize it. Indeed, these changes 
have reverberated to the core of American manhood. 
Some of the responses receive disproportionate media 
coverage than their number might warrant. But a guy 
changing a diaper or drying a dish is far less media-
genic than a bunch of Wall Street bankers drumming 
as they bond around a bonfire, or some deranged 
divorced dad dressed up as Batman and scaling a state 
capitol building to promote “fathers’ rights.” 

I’ll try to map a range of men’s responses, but the 
evidence is clear that most American men are quietly 
acquiescing to these changes, with sweeping implica-
tions for our economy and our nation.

Real men provide for their families

Since the country’s founding, American men have 
felt a need to prove their manhood. For well over a 
century, it’s been in the public sphere, and especially 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Compared 
to your father, you are more comfortable 
having women work outside the home?

Agree	 70%

disAgree	 23%

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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the workplace, that American men have been tested. A man may be physically 
strong, or not. He may be intellectually or athletically gifted, or not. But the one 
thing that has been non-negotiable has been that a real man provides for his 
family. He is a breadwinner.1 

A man who is not a provider—well, he doesn’t feel like much of a man at all. Two 
general trends—structural and social—define the dramatic erosion of the founda-
tion of that public arena for men, leading some men to their current malaise and 
confusion over the meaning of manhood. James Brown may have been right in 1964 
that men made the boats, trains, cars, and electric lights. But the dramatic struc-
tural shifts that have accompanied globalization mean that there are very few cars, 
boats, trains—and even toys—being made domestically any longer. 

In the past three decades, manufacturing jobs have been hardest hit as lay-
offs in the steel, automobile, and other brick-and-mortar industries downsized, 

Seeking help. Many men today are filing for unemployment insurance and taking care of their kids 
as they look for work. {Joe Raedle, Getty Images}
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outsourced, cut back, laid off, and closed. Add to that the gradual erosion of our 
social safety net (health insurance, medical benefits, retirement and pension 
accounts, Social Security) instituted by the New Deal and we are now living in a 
new era of “social insecurity.” As one 62-year-old machinist told a journalist, “we 
went to lunch and our jobs went to China.”2

This decline in manufacturing has been precipitous—and permanent. “Foreman 
says these jobs are going, boys, and they ain’t coming back,” sang Bruce Spring-
steen in “My Hometown”—a 1984 tune that resonates even more today as the 
Great Recession bleeds even more manufacturing jobs out of the U.S. workforce. 

Heather Boushey, in her chapter in this report, also captures the anxiety experi-
enced by blue-collar men of all races who are losing the majority of jobs in this 
recession and almost all men who are seeing their wages fall. These job losses and 
wage cuts narrow the gender gap in pay not because women are getting ahead but 
rather because traditional male-dominated industries are suffering. 

Even in economic recovery, as President Obama observed, these jobs “will con-
stitute a smaller percentage of the overall economy,” so that, as a result, “women 
are just as likely to be the primary bread earner, if not more likely, than men are 
today.”3 So the very foundations on which masculinity has historically rested have 
eroded; the entire edifice seems capable of collapse at any moment. Or so it seems 
to a variety of different types of men who rail against our changing society.

Lost in the bitterness

To some men, women’s entry into the public arena is experienced not as “entry” 
but as “invasion.” The men who today oppose women’s entry into firehouses and 
police stations, military combat units, and corporate boardrooms echo those who 

If women’s entry into the labor force stirred up men’s 
ability to anchor their identity as family provider, 

women’s emergence as primary breadwinner is a seismic 
shift, shaking some men’s identity to its foundation. 
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opposed their entry into the Citadel and Virginia Military Institute, the Augusta 
Country Club, and the locker room a decade ago—men who themselves echoed 
those who opposed women’s right to vote, join a union, serve on a jury, drive a car, 
or enter the workforce a century ago. 

Demographically, they range from younger working-class guys—firefighters and 
factory workers who sense greater competition for jobs—to middle-class, middle-
aged corporate types who believe that the politics of women’s entry (affirmative 
action, an end to wage discrimination, comparable worth) hurt them. Both groups 
mourn the loss of the casual locker-room frivolity that marked the all-male work-
place, and are afraid of, and angry about, sexual harassment guidelines, which 
they regard as the Politically Correct police. Most are white, and offer the same 
dire predictions—loss of camaraderie and casual cohesiveness—that whites 
feared 40 years ago about integration. 

Men who oppose women’s equality today often express a defensive resistance. 
They’re interested in preserving certain arenas as all-male havens. Women, we 
might be told, are not qualified for the positions they seek; they are not strong 
enough, not tough enough, not [fill in the blank] enough to make the grade. This 
defensive resistance lies close to the surface; a gentle scratch can elicit a furi-
ous response. “I will have none of the nonsense about oppressed and victimized 
women; no responsibility for the condition of women…none of the guilt or self-
loathing that is traditionally used to keep men functioning in harness,” fulmi-
nates Richard Haddad, a champion of men’s rights.4 

While researching my recent book, Guyland, I happened on a Brooklyn bar that 
has been home to generations of firefighters and their pals. There’s an easy ambi-
ence about the place, the comfort of younger and older guys (all white) sharing a 
beer and shooting the breeze. Until I happen to ask one guy about female firefight-
ers. The atmosphere turns menacing, and a defensive anger spills out of the guys 
near me. “Those bitches have taken over,” says Patrick: 

To some men, women’s entry into the public arena 
is experienced not as “entry” but as “invasion.” 
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They’re everywhere. You know that ad ‘it’s everywhere you want to be.’ That’s 
like women. They’re everywhere they want to be! There’s nowhere you can 
go anymore—factories, beer joints, military, even the firehouse! [Raucous 
agreement all around.]5

Not long ago, I appeared on a television talk show opposite three such “angry 
white males” who felt they had been the victims of workplace discrimination. 
They were in their late twenties and early thirties. The show’s title, no doubt to 
entice a large potential audience, was “A Black Woman Stole My Job.” Each of the 
men described how they were passed over for jobs or promotions for which they 
believed themselves qualified. 

Then it was my turn to respond. I said I had one question about one word in the 
title of the show. I asked them about the word “my.” Where did they get the idea 

Women firefighters. In 2008, women made up 4.1 percent of firefighters, but you wouldn't know 
it from firehouse conversations. {Justin Sullivan, Getty Images}
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Learning from their daughters. Coaching girls sports teams is increasingly common among 
fathers, bringing daughters and dads closer together. {nicole bengiveno, The new york times}



Has a Man’s World Become a Woman’s Nation?

The Shriver Report

Has a Man’s World Become a Woman’s Nation?
331

A Woman's Nation Changes Everything

it was “their” job? Why wasn’t the show called “A Black Woman Got a Job” or “A 
Black Woman Got the Job”? These men felt the job was “theirs” because they felt 
entitled to it, and when some other person (a black female) got the job, that person 
was really taking what was “rightfully” theirs.

That sense of entitlement—and entitlement thwarted—is what lies beneath the 
surface of these men’s resistance to women’s equality. These men employ what 
we might call a “wind chill” theory of gender politics: It doesn’t matter what the 
temperature actually is, it matters only how it feels. Gender equality is felt to be a 
zero-sum game: If women win, men lose. And to hear them tell it, men are losing. 

But they rarely just “tell it.” Urged on by anti-feminist media pundits, usually 
what we hear are screams. Just flip on virtually any talk radio station in America 
and listen to the callers as they rail against a system that no longer favors them. 
Eavesdrop on the myriad “men’s rights” groups that advocate for men as the new 
victims of reverse discrimination. Or tune into sports radio, the most gender-
specific spot on your radio dial. 

As women race onto the athletic field in record numbers, some men run off into 
sports talk. Once the domain of “real” men, the participation of women and girls 
in sports is one of our era’s most significant gender transformations. In 1971, 
fewer than 300,000 high school girls played interscholastic sports, compared 
with 3.7 million boys. By 2005, the participation of boys had increased by about 
half a million, but girls’ participation had soared to 2.9 million. But though 
women may play sports, they don’t tend to spend much time talking about them. 

Sports talk radio often expresses the defensive male bonding that lies just below 
the surface of the easy camaraderie of that imagined locker room. Here’s how one 
regular listener explained it to communications scholar David Nylund:

Once the domain of real men, the participation  
of women and girls in sports is one of our era’s  

most significant gender transformations.
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It’s a male bonding thing, a locker room for guys in the radio. You can’t do it at 
work, everything’s PC now! So the Rome Show [Jim Rome is the most famous 
sports talk radio DJ] is a last refuge for men to bond and be men. . . I listen in 
the car and can let the maleness come out. I know it’s offensive sometimes. . . 
but men need that!6

Sometimes, this leads to some dizzying reversals of both conventional wisdom 
and common sense. Are feminists concerned about domestic violence? Proclaim 

“gender symmetry,” and then argue that women hit men as much as men hit 
women. Women concerned about sexual assault? “The way young women dress 
in the spring constitutes a sexual assault upon every male within eyesight of 
them,” wrote one retired professor. Women seek to protect their right to choose? 
Attempt to establish a “man’s right to choose,” and then prevent a woman from 
aborting “his” child while ignoring any responsibility for the child once born. Or 
how about women in the workplace campaigning against wage discrimination 
or sexual harassment? Insist that the wage gap favors women and that sexual 
harassment is actually an expression of women’s sexual power.7 

This anti-feminist political agenda is best, and most simply, made by Harvard 
political scientist Harvey Mansfield, in an op-ed in The Wall Street Journal. “The 
protective element of manliness is endangered by women having equal access to 
jobs outside the home,” he writes. “Women who do not consider themselves femi-
nist nonetheless often seem unaware of what they are doing to manliness when 
they work to support themselves. They think only that people should be hired and 
promoted on merit, regardless of sex.”8 

While it can’t be true that only feminists actually believe in meritocracy, some 
who would support men evidently want to keep that playing field as uneven as 
possible. That’s certainly what groups such as the National Organization for 

 In the eyes of these anti-feminist men’s rights groups, 
it’s no longer a man’s world. They share this report’s 

perception that America has become a woman’s nation. 
And, in their view, it’s time to take it back.
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Men, Men’s Rights International, and others seek as they organize men around 
perceived injustices against men by the feminist cabal that supposedly now rules 
Washington. In the eyes of these anti-feminist men’s rights groups, it’s no longer 
a man’s world. They share this report’s perception that America has become a 
woman’s nation. And, in their view, it’s time to take it back. 

The “masculinists”

To other men, women’s increased empowerment only highlights the loss of mas-
culine vigor among American men. Their response was not to attempt to roll 
back women’s gains but rather to return to a nostalgic notion of masculinity, one 
rooted in ostensibly natural, primal, sacred, or mythic qualities. If women have 
invaded all the previously all-male institutions, men needed to find, as Virginia 
Woolf might have put it, “a room of their own”—an all-male space where men 
can relax with other men, free from the constant policing that accompanies polit-
ical correctness, and retrieve their inner sense of their own masculinity, in the 
presence of other men. For these “masculinists,” gender politics are a project of 
reclamation, restoration, and retrieval—not of some lost power over women, but 
of a lost sense of internal efficacy and sense of power.

In the last decades of the 20th century, thousands of middle-aged, middle-class 
white men found themselves literally “lost in the wilderness” as they trooped off 
dutifully on what were called “mythopoetic” retreats with poets such as Robert 
Bly and story-tellers such as Michael Meade. These “weekend warriors” sensed 
that men had lost their vitality, their distinctively male energy in a world of alien-
ating office cubicles, yucky diaper-changing and sappy date movies.9 

To some men, women’s increased empowerment 
highlights the loss of masculine vigor among 

American men. Their response was not to attempt  
to roll back women’s gains but rather to return  

to a nostalgic notion of masculinity.
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For masculinists, power is not about economic or political aggregates or different 
groups’ access to resources. Nor is it to be measured by comparing wages or rep-
resentatives on corporate boards or legislative bodies. Rather, power is an interior 
experience, a sense of dynamic energy. As a result, they tend not to engage with 
policy initiatives designed to push women back. At their best, they are indifferent 
to women’s collective experience; they may even take inspiration from women’s 
empowerment. They seek instead to combat their sense of emasculation not with 
impotent rage against feminized institutions, but rather by restoring their sense 
of power in reclaiming masculine myths. 

The promise keepers. Persuading men to find Jesus and take control of their families. 
{Marc Asnin, Redux}
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Other guys find that lost all-male Eden in cyberspace. While cinematic and porno-
graphic fantasies of men’s power have long been with us, the proliferation of video 
and computer games in which avatars wreak havoc on women, gays, and other “oth-
ers” is still somewhat shocking. For significant numbers of younger men, remote 
corners of cyberspace are the newest incarnation of the Little Rascals’ “He-Man 
Woman Haters Club,” the tree house with the sign that says “No Gurls Allowed.”

These types of masculinists tend to rely on archaic notions of the essential, natu-
ral, and binary masculine and feminine. As a result, they may become momen-
tarily enamored with anti-feminist policy initiatives, such as the re-segregation 
of schools into single-sex classes, ostensibly to promote boys’ engagement with 
education, but often to set back decades of feminist efforts to make classrooms 
and athletic fields more equal. (These anti-feminists are not to be confused with 
those popular voices in minority communities—backed by many policy analysts—
all of whom are engaged with the crisis facing many minority boys in school, 
which is both real and serious.) For these mostly white masculinists, their zeal to 
support fathers’ connection with family life and especially with the experience 
of fatherhood often draws them into “angry dad” campaigns against custody or 
divorce laws, in which men are said to be the victims of reverse discrimination. 

The most interesting arenas of contemporary masculinism, however, are in some 
of America’s churches. The most visible of these renewed revirilization efforts is 
the group Promise Keepers, which holds massive 50,000-to-75,000 men-only 
rallies in sports stadiums (because that’s where men feel comfortable gathering) 
with ministers (called coaches) and their assistants (dressed in zebra-striped 
shirts as if they were football referees) who seek to return men to the church. 

Founded in 1990 by Bill McCartney, former football coach at the University of Colo-
rado, Promise Keepers is an evangelical Christian movement that seeks to bring 
men back to Jesus. Mostly middle class from the South and Midwest, they wed what 
you might think is a more “feminine” notion of evangelical Christianity—ideals of 
service, healing, and racial reconciliation—with a renewed assertion of men’s God-
ordained position as head of the family and master of women. While mostly white, 
they have a real presence of African Americans in leadership positions.

In return for men keeping their promises to be faithful husbands, devoted fathers, 
and general all-around good men, the movement’s “bible,” “The Seven Promises of 
a Promise Keeper,” suggests that men deal with women this way:



Minding the family single-handedly.  
Scott Elgin is raising his three-year-old daughter 
Emilie on his own in St. Petersburg, Florida after 
Emilie’s mother developed a drug addiction.  
{Julia Robinson}
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[S]it down with your wife and say ‘Honey I’ve 
made a terrible mistake. I’ve given you my role 
in leading this family and I forced you to take 
my place. Now I must reclaim that role.’ . . . I’m 
not suggesting that you ask for your role back. 
I’m urging you to take it back. . . . There can be 
no compromise here. If you’re going to lead you 
must lead.10

Others have followed suit, from “The Power Team,” 
hyper-muscular zealots who pump up their gendered 
theology along with their biceps, performing such 
feats of strength as breaking stacks of bricks, to 

“J-B-C Men” who promise a “shock and awe” gospel 
and bonding at the movies (J-B-C stands for “Jesus – 
Beer – Chips!”). Or Seattle evangelist Marc Driscoll, 
who rails against the “Richard Simmons, hippie, queer 
Christ” offered by mainline Protestant churches.11

The formal elements of the so-called “Masculinist 
Movement,” such as the Promise Keepers, have been 
predominantly white and upper- or middle-class.12 
Men of color, however, have also participated in the 
Movement in different ways, some formal and some 
less formal. The 1995 Million Man March was a 
formal (and for some, troubling) engagement with 
masculinist politics. As scholar Maurice Orlando 
Wallace described it, the march was “ambitious and 
unprecedented,” but it focused on the crisis of black 
America as one centered on “an embattled black 
masculinity,” which “provoked rigorous dissent from 
African American feminists” and others.13

To the new masculinists, it may no longer be a man’s 
world, but they’d like, at least, to find small pockets 
of all-male purity in which they can, again, be men 
among men. 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: With the rise 
of women in society and the workplace, 
men no longer know their role?

White	men
27%

29%

30%

32%

23%

70%

67%

64%

62%

76%

Agree Disagree

Black	men

Latino	men

men	earning	<$60,000	per	year

men	earning	>$60,000	per	year

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Fatherhood as politics

After enumerating men’s accomplishments in the workplace in his hit song, 
James Brown shifts his tone to a softer, more yearning, and plaintive tone. “Man 
thinks about a little baby girl, and a baby boy/ Man makes them happy,’ cause 
man makes them toys.” Here Brown signals the other defining feature of Ameri-
can manhood: fatherhood. After all, if one’s identity is wrapped up in being a 
family provider, one has to have a family to provide for. 

In the 21st century, reconnecting men to family life is politicized terrain, filled 
with moral urgency, legalistic outrage, and social movements. Some advocates of 
the “new fatherhood” paint with far broader strokes than simply enabling mar-
ried couples to better balance work and family. David Blankenhorn’s Fatherless 
America credited absent fathers with causing myriad social problems, ranging 
from juvenile delinquency, drug taking, sexual irresponsibility, crime and violence 
to unemployment. “Boys raised by traditionally masculine fathers generally do 
not commit crimes,” Blankenhorn adds. “Fatherless boys commit crimes.”14 His 
work was a catalog of specious correlations masquerading as causal arguments, 
but it struck a nerve about men’s responsibility, or lack thereof. 

With divorce so common, one arena in which fatherhood has become highly politi-
cized is during and after divorce. Many of the organizations promoting involved 

“fatherhood responsibility,” especially in communities of color, seek to keep men 
engaged in family life because it’s good for the children, good for women, and good 
for the men themselves. For other men, mostly white and middle class, the stroke 
of the pen finalizing divorce turns hordes of doting daddies into furious fathers 
who feel aggrieved by a process they believe denies them the access to their chil-
dren to which they feel entitled. 

These “father rights” guys blend easily into more general anti-feminist organiza-
tions in advocating for public policy reforms. Case in point: Fred Hayward, founder 

In the 21st century, reconnecting men to family 
life is politicized terrain, filled with moral urgency, 

legalistic outrage, and social movements. 
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of Men’s Rights, Inc., argued that women were “privileged because they are more 
frequently allowed to raise children, while men are being oppressed by denial of 
access to children.”15

Fathers’ rights groups use a language of equality to exact their revenge against their 
ex-wives, their ex-wives’ lawyers, and the entire legal system, demanding manda-
tory joint custody and an end to alimony and child support payments. “Society 
cannot take away a father’s right to his children and expect him to cheerfully pay 
child support,” writes one activist. “Society cannot expect a father to make enough 
money to support two separate households. Society cannot afford to support moth-
ers who choose not to work.”16 Fathers must have equal rights—the right to custody 
and the right to financial freedom without burdensome alimony and child support. 

In reality, the fathers’ rights groups are tapping into a problem that very few men 
report having. Most parents get the custody arrangements they say they want, 
and while, all things being equal, the legal system does tend to privilege ex-wives’ 
claims over ex-husbands’ claims, all things are rarely, if ever, equal. In a recent 
study of 1,000 divorces in two California counties, for example, psychologist Eleanor 
Maccoby and law professor Robert Mnookin found that about 82 percent of mothers 
and 56 percent of fathers received the custody arrangement they wanted, while 6.7 
percent of women and 9.8 percent of men requested more than they wanted and 11.5 
percent of women and 34.1 percent of men requested less than they wanted.17

This suggests that “gender still matters” in what parents ask for and what they 
do to get it. That mothers were more likely to act on their desires by filing for a 
specific request also indicates that men need to ask for more up front to avoid 
feeling bitter later.18 

Well-documented racial disparities in enforcement  
of child support laws create a perception that  

some fathers are significantly more irresponsible, 
creating (or enabling) the very dynamics they  

are supposed to remedy. 
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But one consequence of current custody arrangements is paternal withdrawal. 
Whether this is because the father is bereft about losing regular contact with his 
children, or because once the marital bond is severed he considers himself to have 
escaped from a conflict-ridden family situation, it appears that many men “see 
parenting and marriage as part of the same bargain—a package deal,” write soci-
ologists Frank Furstenberg and Andrew Cherlin. “It is as if they stop being fathers 
as soon as the marriage is over.”19 

In one nationally representative sample of 11-to-16-year-old children living with 
their mothers, almost half had not seen their fathers in the previous 12 months. 
Indeed, we see a widespread “masculinization of irresponsibility”—the refusal of 
fathers to provide economically for their children, which has led to the “feminiza-
tion of poverty,” with excruciatingly high poverty among single-mother families. 

Dividing up the chores. Families today divide up the housework and the bill paying, but women 
continue to do more child care. {Gary Kazanjian, AP}
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Well, the local union that I 

represent is in Flint. And one of 

the things that we saw as things 

were going on, obviously tensions 

rose as people were fearful for their 

jobs. And what we wanted to do 

was make sure that we responded 

in a way that would let them know 

that there were options. Because 

the feeling is the lack of options 

creates a desperation. And we did 

not want that desperation to turn 

on their fellow employees or their 

families or on themselves.

Art in Detroit
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What predicts continued paternal involvement in their children’s lives after a 
divorce is the quality of the relationship between the ex-spouses prior to the divorce. 

This masculinizaton of irresponsibility is compounded by class and race. Poorer 
communities desperately need child support programs to enable and assist 
fathers in staying connected. Well-documented racial disparities in enforcement 
of child support laws create a perception that some fathers are significantly more 
irresponsible, creating (or enabling) the very dynamics they are supposed to rem-
edy. Take just one example. In Dane County, Wisconsin, arrest rates for African 
Americans for nonpayment of child support are about 35 times those of white 
residents. Nearly one in two of those arrested for this reason were African Ameri-
cans in a county whose African American population in 2000 was 4 percent of the 
total county population.20 

Found, not lost

The anti-feminists may shout loudest, and the new masculinists may be the 
most mediagenic of men’s responses to increased gender equality, but they rep-
resent only a small fraction of American men. The largest, if least acknowledged, 
response to women’s equality is the quiet acceptance of gender equality at both 
the public and private level. In the public sphere, the majority of American men 
support wage equality, comparable worth, women’s candidacies for public office. 

On the domestic front, surveys consistently show “substantial and persistent” 
long-term trends increasing the endorsement of gender equality in families. With 
only modest attitudinal adjustment, most American men have adapted to the 
dual-career couple model that now characterizes most marriages. Some are even 
delighted to have the additional family income. Most American men subscribe 

The anti-feminists may shout loudest, and the new 
masculinists may be the most mediagenic of men’s 

responses to increased gender equality, but they 
represent only a small fraction of American men. 
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to a general “ethical imperative” and see women’s equality as right, just, and fair. 
They just don’t think it has all that much to do with them as men.21

But it does. As I will show below, when fatherhood is transformed from a political 
cause to a personal experience, from an ideological position or an existential state 
of being to a set of concrete practices, men’s lives are dramatically improved. As 
are their children’s. 

This acceptance isn’t the result of some grand ideological transformation in the 
meaning of manhood. Some part of it is simply financial. “These days, Ward 
Cleaver wouldn’t be able to afford a house in the suburbs or Beaver’s tuition—
unless June went to work too,” writes Nicholas Kulish in The New York Times. 
Indeed, despite some evidence that the Great Recession may spur increases in 
reactive defensiveness among men, it may, in fact, propel the trend toward greater 
acceptance of equality. One recent survey found that a decline in men’s breadwin-
ner status tends to promote egalitarian gender ideologies.22

Plus, it is the inevitable result of countless micro-level decisions made by families 
every day: about their daughters’ and sons’ education, an increased intolerance 
for bullying or harassment, a sense of fairness about wage equality and reducing 
discrimination. It’s not that men woke up one morning and decided to scrap their 
traditional definition of masculinity. Rather, they gradually, and without fanfare 
or struggle, drifted into more egalitarian relationships because they love their 
wives, partners, and children. 

Support for gender equality begins at home. Across race, class, and (nonevangeli-
cal) religious ideologies, support for the more conventional male-breadwinner/
female homemaker ideology has fallen dramatically since the late 1970s. A new 

When fatherhood is transformed from a  
political cause to a personal experience, from 

an ideological position or an existential state of 
being to a set of concrete practices, men’s lives are 

dramatically improved. As are their children’s. 
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report by the Families and Work Institute finds that while 74 percent of men (and 
52 percent of women) subscribed to that conventional model in 1977, just over 
two-fifths of men (42 percent) and less than two-fifths of women (39 percent) 
subscribe to it today.23 

What’s more, men’s attitudes about women’s ability to balance work and fam-
ily also shifted in a decidedly positive direction. In 1977, less than half of men 
(49 percent) agreed with the statement, “A mother who works outside the home 
can have just as good a relationship with her children as a mother who does not 
work.” Thirty years later—a short time in terms of attitude shifts—two-thirds of 
men agree (as do 80 percent of women). 

This change is more pronounced the younger the respondent. Just over a third of 
“Millennial” employees who were 28 or younger in 2008 support that traditional 
family model today, while slightly more than half (53 percent) of mature workers 
(63 and older in 2008) support it—though 90 percent of mature workers sub-
scribed to the conventional model in 1977. And while 70 percent of men in dual-
career couples still subscribed to the more conventional model in 1977, only about 
37 percent of them subscribe to that today.24 

While most American men’s participation in family life, that is doing house-
work and child care, tends to be expressed by two two-word phrases—men “help 
out” and “pitch in”—men’s share of housework and especially child care has also 
increased significantly in the past few decades. Men are both more likely to do 
more housework, and also more likely to hug their children and tell them that they 
love them, than in previous decades. It took several decades for the norm to be 
a dual-career couple; it will take several more decades before the norm is also a 

“dual-carer” couple. 

It’s not that men woke up one morning and decided 
to scrap their traditional definition of masculinity. 

Rather, they gradually, and without fanfare or 
struggle, drifted into more egalitarian relationships 
because they love their wives, partners, and children. 
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Handling the play dates. Fathers do more than barbecue these days. {James Estrin, The New York Times}
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The average father today spends three hours a day on the weekend with his fam-
ily, up significantly from estimates in earlier decades. While women still do the 
majority of routine housework, “husbands of working wives are spending more 
time in the family than in the past.” In 1924, 10 percent of working-class women 
said their husbands spent “no time” doing housework; today that percentage is 
less than 2 percent. Between the mid-1960s and the mid-1970s, men’s household 
labor increased from five to seven hours per week, while women’s share decreased 
by about five hours, from 27 hours to 22 hours per week.25

When couples were asked to keep accurate records of how much time they spent 
doing which household tasks, men still put in significantly less time than their 
wives. The most recent figures from the National Survey of Families and House-
holds at the University of Wisconsin show that husbands were doing about 14 
hours of housework per week (compared with 31 hours for wives). In more tradi-
tional couples in which she stays home and the husband is the sole earner, her 
hours jump to 38 and his decline slightly to 12. 

Reasonable, since they’ve defined housework as “her” domain. But when both 
work full-time outside the home, the wife does 28 hours and the husband does 
16.26 This is four times the amount of housework that Japanese men do, but only 
two-thirds of the housework that Swedish men do.27 

Though we tend to think that sharing housework is the product of ideological com-
mitments—progressive, liberal, well-educated middle-class families with more 
egalitarian attitudes—the data suggest a more complicated picture that has less to 
do with ideological concerns. In every single subcategory (meal preparation, dishes, 

Though we tend to think that sharing housework  
is the product of ideological commitments—

progressive, liberal, well-educated middle-class 
families with more egalitarian attitudes— 
the data suggest a more complicated picture  
that has less to do with ideological concerns.
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cleaning, shopping, washing, outdoor work, auto repair 
and maintenance, and bill paying), for example, black 
men do significantly more housework than white men. 
In more than one-fourth of all black families, men do 
more than 40 percent of the housework. Men’s “share” 
of housework comes closer to an equal share. 

In white families, only 16 percent of the men do that 
much. And blue-collar fathers, regardless of race 
(municipal and service workers, policemen, firefight-
ers, maintenance workers), are twice as likely (42 
percent) as those in professional, managerial, or tech-
nical jobs (20 percent) to care for their children while 
their wives work. This difference comes less from 
ideological commitments and more from an “infor-
mal flex time,” a split-shift arrangement with one’s 
spouse, which is negotiated by about one-fourth of 
all workers in the United States, and one-third of all 
workers with children under age 5.28 

Such findings are echoed among Mexican-origin 
families. Fathers in these families did more housework 
when the family income was lower or when wives con-
tributed a larger share of family income, an indication 
that among this population, too, economic reality can 
modify ideological assumptions.29 Among immigrant 
groups, class position tends to be more important than 
ethnicity as well—though it might tend in a different 
direction. Taiwanese immigrant men, for example, in 
the professional class tend to hold more egalitarian 
attitudes and perform more housework and child care 
than do Taiwanese men in the working class.30 

As a result of these complex findings, research-
ers increasingly adopt an intersectional approach, 
exploring how race, class, ethnicity, and immigrant 
status interact to produce distinct patterns. It may be 
that class position—regardless of race, ethnicity, or 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Families today are very busy juggling 
multiple and conflicting schedules, 
duties, and responsibilities. How often 
do you and your spouse/partner need to 
coordinate your family’s schedule?

Every	day
Women Men

2–3	times	per	week

Once	a	week

Every	other	week

Less	often

never

37% 48%

28% 25%

18% 9%

3% 4%

8% 11%

5% 2%

37% 31%
32% 33%

22% 17%

15% 23%

32% 31%

5% 15%

7% 3%
3% 0%

12% 14%
13% 10%

6% 4%
15% 17%

White Black Latino

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Lunch time. Family friendly working hours would help this father with his family chores and 
policeman's duties. {Kevin Horan, Time Life Pictures, Getty Images}

immigrant status—may be the best predictor of both ideological orientations and 
actual behaviors, though the two may be contradictory or mutually reinforcing.31 

Housework aside, when it comes to being fathers, men are evidently willing to 
do more. A poll in Newsweek magazine found that 55 percent of fathers say that 
being a parent is more important to them than it was to their fathers, and 70 
percent say they spend more time with their children than their fathers spent 
with them. What’s more, they are actually doing it. According to the 2008 study 
by the Families and Work Institute, the amount of time fathers spend with their 
children under the age of 13 on workdays has increased from two hours a day in 
1977 to three hours a day in 2008—an increase of 50 percent. Women’s rate has 
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remained constant over that 30-year period, at 3.8 hours per workday. Millennial 
fathers spend 4.3 hours per workday (their wives spend five hours). Men are not 
merely walking their walk; they almost seem to be jogging it.32 

President Obama has also weighed in on the state of American fatherhood. In June 
2008, during the presidential campaign, he took African American men to task for 
high rates of absenteeism in the lives of their children. And, as we’ve seen, after the 
dissolution of a relationship, many fathers dramatically reduce, or altogether lose, 
contact with their children. But while the couple is together—in both black families 
and white, native-born and immigrant, religious and secular—men are, today, more 
involved in child care than possibly any other generation in American history. 

To be sure, there are some racial and ethnic differences. According to one 2005 U.S. 
Census Bureau study, 20 percent of white fathers are primary caregivers for their 
children when the mother is at work, compared to 11.3 percent of Asians, 12.7 per-
cent of African Americans, and 15 percent of Hispanics. Note, though, that these 
differences are for primary caregiving, not caregiving in general, and that the rates 
are not so dramatically different. What’s more, in all cases the trajectory is up.33

Men’s increased participation in child care has its challenges, of course. Men 
are reporting significantly higher levels of work-family conflict than they did 
30 years ago (and their rates now surpass women’s). Three of five fathers in 
dual-earner couples report significant work-family conflict, up from just over  
a third (35 percent) in 1977.34 

What’s more, with men’s child care participation increasing so much faster than 
their housework, a dangerous disequilibrium is developing in which dad is becom-
ing the “fun parent.” He takes the kids to the park and plays soccer with them; 
she stays home. “What a great time we had with dad!” the kids announce as they 

Men’s increased participation in child care  
has its challenges, of course. Men are reporting 

significantly higher levels of work-family  
conflict than they did 30 years ago. 
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burst through the kitchen door to a lunch that mom 
prepared while also folding the laundry and vacuum-
ing the living room. 

But when men do share housework as well as child 
care, the payoff is significant. Research by sociolo-
gists Scott Coltrane and Michele Adams looked at 
national survey data and found that when men 
increase their share of housework and child care, 
their children are happier, healthier, and do better in 
school.35 They are less likely to be diagnosed with 
ADHD, less likely to be put on prescription medica-
tion, and less likely to see a child psychologist for 
behavioral problems. They have lower rates of absen-
teeism and higher school achievement scores. 

“When men perform domestic service for others, 
it teaches children cooperation and democratic 
family values,” said Coltrane. “It used to be that 
men assumed that their wives would do all the 
housework and parenting, but now that women are 
nearly equal participants in the labor force, men are 
assuming more of the tasks that it takes to run a 
home and raise children.”36 

Perhaps the most telling correlation is that when 
school-aged children do housework with their 
fathers, they get along better with their peers and 
have more friends. And they show more positive 
behaviors than if they did the same work with their 
mothers. “Because fewer men do housework than 
women,” said Adams, “when they share the work, it 
has more impact on children.” Fathers model “coop-
erative family partnerships.”

When men share housework and child care, it turns 
out, their wives are happier. This is intuitively 

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Men today 
are less interested in playing the macho 
role than they were in years past?

Agree
60%

35%

3%

63%

33%

2%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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obvious. Historically, working mothers reported higher levels of self-esteem 
and lower levels of depression than full-time housewives. Yet they also reported 
lower levels of marital satisfaction than do their husbands, who are happier 
than the husbands of traditional housewives. This was because under such 
arrangements, women’s workload increased at home, while the men benefited by 
having almost the same amount of work done for them at home and having their 
standard of living buttressed by an additional income.37 

But wives of egalitarian husbands, regardless of class or race and ethnicity, report 
the highest levels of marital satisfaction and lowest rates of depression, and are 
less likely to see therapists or take prescription medication. They are also more 
likely to stay fit, since they probably have more time on their hands.38 

The benefits for the men? Men who do more housework and child care are physi-
cally healthier. They smoke less, drink less, and take recreational drugs less often. 
They are more likely to stay in shape and more likely to go to doctors for routine 
screenings, but less likely to use emergency rooms or miss work due to illness. 

They’re also psychologically healthy. They are less often diagnosed with depres-
sion, and see therapists and take prescription medication less compared to men 
who do not share housework. They report higher levels of marital satisfaction. 
They also live longer, causing the normally staid British financial magazine The 
Economist to quip, “Change a nappy, by God, and put years on your life.” “When 
males take full responsibility for child care,” sociologist Barbara Risman points 
out, “they develop intimate and affectionate relationships with their children.” 
Nurturing their children is good for men’s health.39

And they have more sex. Research by psychologist John Gottman at the Univer-
sity of Washington found higher rates of marital sex among couples where men 
did more housework and child care. This last finding was trumpeted by Men’s 
Health magazine with the headline “Housework Makes Her Horny” (although 
I suspect that is not true when she does it). It is probably worthwhile pointing 
out that there is no one-to-one correspondence here; I would advise male read-
ers of this essay against immediately rushing home to load the washing machine. 
Instead it points to wives’ lower levels of stress in balancing work and family, 
coupled with a dramatic reduction in resentment that they alone are doing the 
second shift. 
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“Nothing without a woman or a girl”

There’s an old adage that the Chinese character for “crisis” is a combination of 
the characters for “danger” and “opportunity.” While some men see increased 
gender equality as a dangerous reversal of traditional gender arrangements, 
most men are going along for a rather apolitical ride, seeing neither danger nor 
opportunity. They’re doing more housework and child care, supporting their 
wives’ career aspirations, and sharing the decision-making about family life and 
career trajectories, not because of some ideological commitment to feminism, but 
because of a more commonplace commitment to their families and loved ones. 

In a sense, they know the fix is already in. Women are in the labor force—and 
every other public arena—to stay. So the choice for men is how we will relate to 
this transformation. Will we be dragged kicking and screaming into the future? 
Flee to some male-only preserve, circle the masculine wagons, and regroup? Or 
instead, will the majority of us who are now somewhere between eager embrace 
and resigned acceptance see instead the opportunity for the “enthusiastic 
embrace” of gender equality? 

Chances are we will—not only because it is inevitable (which it is) and not just 
because it’s right and just and fair (which it is). We will because we also see that 
men who embrace equality will live happier, healthier lives, lives animated by 
love and connection with our wives, our partners, our children, and our friends. 
And so will the children of these and most other men, who grow up with work-
ing mothers—and have sisters, friends, and girlfriends who expect to be equal at 
work and at home.

Men who have renegotiated a more gender-equitable path forward in their lives 
and their work have reaped significant benefits, yet many men continue to strug-
gle with lost incomes, lost breadwinner status, and downward economic mobility 
that threatens their ability to see women’s progress for what it is. There is a role 
for government in helping all men understand there is a clear path forward where 
masculinity and gender equality are complementary, not adversarial:

• Most men are “apolitically accepting” of the new status quo, but there needs 
to be public space to develop a politically forward-thinking agenda where men 
and women together can champion the reforms presented throughout this report. 
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Men need to help create this public space, not rely on women to do so. Men need 
to speak out in the public sphere as fathers and partners, just as women have 
embraced their role as workers in their homes. 

• As a result, both men and women both need the kinds of support that makes it 
possible to have dual-earner, dual-carer families, but these issues are most often 
misperceived as “women’s issues” in Washington and statehouses around the 
nation. Men need family-friendly policies, including on-site child care, health 
care reform, flexible working hours, and parental leave so that they can have the 
sorts of relationships they say they want to have.

• Policymakers need to support the choices of the majority of men who are pursu-
ing gender equality within their homes. Men today are nearly as likely as women 
to take time off from work to care for ailing family members, but men remain 
less likely to take time off to bond with a new child. Policies that redefine what 
it means to be a good provider and a good citizen should encourage men and 
women to be both breadwinner and caretaker in their families. 

Becoming a woman’s nation can be a vast improvement for everyone over 
remaining a man’s world. Gender equality is not a zero-sum game, but rather 
win-win. 
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When I was young, I often felt as if I lived between several worlds—

the world of my professional parents (doctors), that of my culture 

(East Indian/Sikh), and that of my friends growing up in Canada. It 

was a world full of contradictions. There were clear expectations 

around the home: Being able to cook, clean, and take care of the 

house for our Indian guests. Yet no limitations set on what I could 

achieve academically or otherwise in life. Mine was a childhood 

of continual opportunity and ambiguity surrounding my pos-

sible identities as a woman, an Indian-Canadian woman, and as a 

potential professional. 

To me, living in a woman’s nation seems like that experience on 

steroids. Instead of managing three identities across 18 years, I often 

feel as if I’m juggling 10 identities on any given day of the week. And 

everywhere I look, I now see others—my husband, friends, and co-

workers—each managing their own increasing “portfolio of identities” 

that defies a singular description. I’m grateful for the childhood train-

ing that prepared me well for this multiple identity syndrome.

Yet digging deeper, it’s also clear to me that my father was the even 

more powerful force in my childhood. It used to be said that behind 

every successful man there is a powerful woman, but the adage 

today should be “behind every powerful woman, there is likely a 

powerful man and role model.”

In my case, I credit both my parents, who shared a medical prac-

tice for over 30 years, with inspiring me professionally. It was my 

father, however, who taught me to soar, and who fostered the belief 

that truly anything was possible for my life. As early as first grade, I 

Our Fathers—Teaching Us to Soar
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remember his love for science, helping me put together my first sci-

ence project—a working model of the human eye. Yet he was also 

an artist—a lover of both charcoal and watercolors, as well as a busi-

nessman who loved running his practice and financial investing.

As importantly, he took the time to answer my questioning on reli-

gion and culture with an open-mindedness that led me to believe 

intellectual pursuit could co-exist with faith.

His overarching message to me was that it was possible for me 

to control my own destiny and live by my own expectations. He 

encouraged me to work for myself, which led me to help found a 

technology company in my twenties. And in my thirties, I married 

a man of a different race and culture knowing my father would 

have embraced him wholeheartedly into our family.

In fact my father also married and embraced an unconventional 

woman of her times. My mother was raised in Punjab in the 1930s by 

her father and brother (my grandmother died when my mom was 

8 years old). My mother was an anomaly, becoming a doctor and 

waiting until she was 32 to marry when most women in India mar-

ried young and stayed home.

Today, I look at my husband and my daughter and I have no doubt 

whatsoever about the incredible role he will play in the woman she 

becomes. He is already comfortable in a world where we together 

choose and interchange the roles we play in our children’s lives day by 

day. But I’m newly grateful for the unique ways he shows her what’s 

possible in ways only a father can. If who we are today has been 

shaped by a generation of men who taught us to soar despite prevail-

ing expectations, I’m awestruck by the opportunity for our husbands 

and partners to teach the next generation how to fly even further. 

It used to be said 

that behind every 

successful man there 

is a powerful woman, 

but the adage today 

should be “behind 

every powerful 

woman, there is likely 

a powerful man and 

role model.”



Pablo Corral Vega, Corbis
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A Man's Viewpoint

Genders Full of 
Question Marks 

Men and women both struggle to answer new questions

By Jamal Simmons

When it comes to American women, men are a gender full of question 
marks. Ask 10 men to explain what women want or what is expected 
of men in a relationship today and in response you will get 10 more 

questions. Ask women what they want and be prepared for various questions, too. 
In my experience, women can or will do just about anything required, but just 
because a woman can or must do a thing does not mean she wants to.

My mother went to work and night school to become a nurse after she and my 
father split up. When I was 7 she decided to move to California to start over. She 
packed everything in her silver Ford Mustang and drove across the country to 
work as a nurse. I stayed with my father for six months and finished the school 
year in Detroit before following her out there. She made the choices that were best 
for her and her young child, but when asked what she wanted, she says now that 
she would have preferred to have a husband who made it possible for her to spend 
more time raising her children. 

But it may be impossible for men to know what women want because the ques-
tion presumes there is a uniform answer. Instead, it appears different women 
answer the question differently at various points in their lives. There are many 
women who start a career before their children are born, then choose to stay home 
for some time while their children are growing up and return to the workplace 
later. Others choose a career or entrepreneurial endeavor that will allow them to 
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work from home or nearby so they can spend more time with their children. And 
still other mothers work throughout the lives of their children, balancing work 
and child care as best they can alongside their husbands and often on their own—
because they are single or divorced or because their husbands are unemployed. 

This uncertainty is tough for many men to handle—even for those who rely on 
their women to take care of them and their children. Most men grew up in a world 
where there were rules to follow. Whether playing football, basketball, or Dun-
geons and Dragons, the rules were standard and your abilities were the variable. 
Life was supposed to be the same way. Go to school, do well, get a good job, meet a 
good woman, and make enough money to raise a family. 

But relationships these days are different. The woman you commit to today may 
have the same name and Social Security number as the woman you are with 
tomorrow, but she may want completely different things in her life at different 
times in your life with her. The only remaining rule seems to be: Stay flexible. 

In America today, flexibility is almost always an option for women. Technology 
has mostly liberated women from the constraints of biology. Medicine has reduced 
the risks of child birth and enabled women to return to active roles more quickly, 
and advances in birth control have enabled them to have more control over the 
timing of pregnancy. Without the biological constraints of unplanned pregnancy, 
nursing, or more dangerous child birth, American women have been able to choose 
whether or not they want to leave the home and enter the workforce alongside 
men. Those who chose “yes” forced the doors of education open, enabling women 
to compete and collaborate with men in the workplace and stand out. 

This is not to imply that the playing field is now level. Of course it is not. Women 
still make less money for the same work, face more harassment, and often have to 

Relationships these days are different. The woman 
you commit to may want completely different  

things in her life at different times in your life  
with her. The rule seems to be: Stay flexible. 
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work harder and be smarter to get the same rewards. The obstacles are important, 
but just like the situation for African Americans and other minorities, the obsta-
cles have always been there. What is different about today is the greater number 
of opportunities that exist for women to excel. 

For so long the battle was to create this reality. Today many women face a differ-
ent question. “Now that I know I can compete, do I want to?” It is this choice that 
has really thrown both genders for a loop. Many of my female friends have had to 
face questions their grandmothers had not, among them:

• Is my career worth not being there for my children full time? 
• Is my career and lifestyle more important to me than having biological children 

at all? 
• How do I respond when another mom from a play group comes up to my child at 

the grocery store and wonders who I am, because they have only ever seen her 
with the nanny?

Whew!

On the other hand, my male contemporaries face unexpected questions too. What 
is a husband who was attracted to the drive of a successful lawyer or business-
woman allowed to say or feel when that professional peer decides to get off the 
career track and channel her energy into the home front? Conversely, how is he 
allowed to react when she suddenly decides to go back to work when the kids are 
still toddlers, expecting him to step it up with child care and home chores without 
sounding like a misogynist? Or how does he handle the blow to his conception of 
manhood when he loses his job and she becomes the main breadwinner, expecting 
him to raise the kids and take care of the house? 

Men have been raised with our own expectations, many of them are traditional, 
but others quite different than our fathers and grandfathers. In addition to my 
mother, I was raised around very strong women. All of my aunts earned paychecks, 

Today many women face the question:  
“Now that I know I can compete, do I want to?”
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as did both of my grandmothers, and each had a very strong influence over their 
husbands and families. As a child, it never occurred to me that women would not 
leave home to work. 

My parents decided early in my childhood that I would do anything a girl was 
expected to do. My mother wanted me to be able to take care of myself. If I found 
a woman willing to take care of me, fine, she would say, but I would never need her 
to. So I learned to cook, clean, and do laundry. My father, with whom I spent every 
summer and lived with in high school, required each of his sons to cook dinner one 
night each week, and Saturday mornings were for thoroughly cleaning the house. 
Meanwhile, we were still expected to know how to change tires, paint, and do basic 
plumbing, yard work, and other “manly duties.”

Sometimes we get our ideas from popular culture. For some of my contemporaries, 
Marian Cunningham, the stay at home mom on “Happy Days” was the model, for 
others it was the tough-talking working class “Roseanne.” For me it was Claire 
Huxtable on “The Cosby Show.” Claire was beautiful and in great shape after five 
kids, without ever going to the gym, rolling her hair at night or putting on eye 
cream. She was a successful lawyer while making it home every night for dinner, 
often cooking it herself. Never too tired, Claire was always ready for a romantic 
evening, even though she worked a full day and had just solved a family crisis. 
What was there not to love? 

If the image of Claire gave some of us unrealistic expectations, Bill Cosby’s Cliff 
helped prepare us to be partners much different from my grandfathers, who spent 
many hours in easy chairs watching sports, news, or old movies while my grand-
mothers, who worked outside the home, too, cooked and took care of the house. 
Cliff Huxtable loved to play with the kids and thoughtfully reprimanded them 
when needed. He kissed his wife in every episode and hugged his children—even 
the boy. And when Claire came in from work, Cliff always asked her about her day. 
He was a good dad, playful husband, and thoughtful friend. 

The advances women have made are all around us. Hillary Clinton is the third 
female Secretary of State and almost nobody even raises an eyebrow about men not 
being alone on that list anymore. Women such as Carly Fiorina, the former chief 
executive of Hewlett-Packard Co., and her counterparts Meg Whitman at eBay Inc. 
and Ursula Burns at Xerox Corp. have led Fortune 500 companies. Michele Rhee 
is chancellor of the Washington, D.C. schools and Shirley Franklin is mayor of 
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Atlanta. Oprah Winfrey is the most successful woman in entertainment and Katie 
Couric is a network news anchor. Except for the White House, women have reached 
the pinnacle of nearly every field. There is more work to be done to reach parity, but 
women are making progress at breaking through the glass ceiling. 

Despite these successes, society still has traditional expectations of women. 
Imagine the sight of an unruly child running alone through the grocery store or a 
father with a daughter whose hair is not combed neatly. Someone will inevitably 
ask: Where is her mother?

The perfect family. Cliff and Claire Huxtable of "The Cosby Show" inspired many to seek a middle-
class lifestyle. {NBCU Photo Bank via AP Images}
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Despite the sight of all of the dads at the park with their kids on Saturday, push-
ing strollers down the street, or opening gifts at the now fashionable co-ed baby 
shower, men still have societal expectations, too. Imagine a family getting out of 
an old dented car, or five people living in a one-bedroom apartment. Someone will 
think: Why can’t he take better care of his family? 

In the end, both genders are trying to figure out how to navigate this new world. 
We are on new terrain and it means men must be as flexible as the women in our 
lives. Women have a responsibility also to be clear about what they want and need 
and give us fair warning when or if that changes. Men are not mind readers and 
we have expectations of our own based upon the most recent data available. Just 
keep us posted. 

While we celebrate the advances women are making and ponder the conflicts 
society’s changes pose, men and women cannot lose track of the things each of us 
truly seeks from our relationships—regardless of the division of labor and which 
partner is earning the most money. Ideally, most of us want: 

• Someone who will be honest about their ideas, expectations, intentions,  
and frailties 

• A safe place to be vulnerable and someone we can trust to be there to help  
take on the unexpected challenges of life 

• A partner who will help raise children with the values that we share
• A faithful lover and friend to explore whatever part of the world we choose together

Recently I was invited to a recommitment ceremony for the grandparents of a 
friend. At the ceremony the pastor told the story of how they got engaged. A stu-
dent at Howard University, the gentleman met a lovely young woman who he 

With love and commitment, men and women can 
find the balance of work and family that makes sense 
for each couple, answering the questions we have and 

navigating the waters of this new terrain together. 
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began to court. After six months he turned to her and asked, “What would you do 
if I offered you an engagement ring?” She responded, “I would wear it.” 

A week later he bought her a ring and she put it on. Needless to say, the gentleman 
was not well known for his romantic side, but they went on to raise two children, 
enjoy the adoration of four granddaughters, and spend a fulfilling life together of 
friends and service to their community.

After 63 years together, the wife was coping with advancing Alzheimer’s disease 
and her husband was her primary caregiver, choosing her clothes, making her 
meals, and administering her medication. Knowing that his wife was feeling 
uncertain about her future and the strain her illness was putting on him, the hus-
band decided to plan the recommitment ceremony. Long ago they had committed 
to be together in sickness and in health. This was the sickness part and while she 
was still able to appreciate it he wanted her to know that the love he felt for her 63 
years ago was still strong.

In the end, that type of dedication is what most of us—men and women—really 
look for. With love and commitment, men and women can find the balance of work 
and family that makes sense for each couple, answering the questions we have 
and navigating the waters of this new terrain together. 

Jamal Simmons emerged from the 2008 election as one of the new young voices in the 
world of political analysis. 
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A few days after my wife died in childbirth, a woman visiting her 

grandchild in the same neonatal intensive care unit where my new-

born daughter slept heard about my story and said, “So...are you 

going to give the baby up for adoption?” The implication, of course, 

being that a man cannot provide the kind of nurturing and care that 

is innate in a woman. 

I have to be honest. I worried about a lot of things in the seconds/

minutes/hours/days after Liz died. I worried about raising Madeline all 

alone. I worried about whether or not I’d be able to afford the house 

we purchased 10 months earlier. I worried about having to someday 

explain a menstrual cycle to my daughter. But I never once worried 

that I couldn’t raise her as well or better than anybody else. After my 

encounter with the woman at the hospital, I resolved to be the best 

parent that ever walked the earth. 

As a man and a single father living in a woman’s nation, I face an 

interesting double standard. On the one hand, I often get treated as 

if I’m completely incompetent when it comes to raising my child. A 

woman in the grocery store recently admonished me for not put-

ting socks on my daughter. Mind you, I live in Los Angeles and it 

was 97 degrees outside that day. And on a recent flight—round-trip 

flight number 22 for my daughter and me—a flight attendant asked 

me if I was babysitting for my wife. Even the women in my life offer 

up the most basic parenting advice, as if I’ve not yet figured out 

everyday things like diapering and feeding my child. 

Suddenly a Single Father
By Matt Logelin, project manager, Yahoo! Inc, and a blogger on family issues
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On the other hand, I get incredible accolades when I accomplish 

even the smallest feat with my daughter. If her bloomers match her 

dress, women compliment my sense of style, telling me that their 

husbands could never pull off something like that. If I can get a 

hair clip to remain in Madeline’s hair for more than 10 minutes, I’m 

treated as if I’ve accomplished something on par with solving world 

hunger. It’s as if, because I’ve taken in active role in my daughter’s 

life, I’m some sort of super parent. 

It’s not just the people I know or encounter in my everyday life. 

Society also mythologizes the good, single father. A man who steps 

up to his role as father is looked at in awe. Mothers? It seems that 

most people think nothing of the remarkable work done by these 

women. They’re just doing “their” job, right? Women are expected 

to be good mothers. Men are expected to be, well, men.

I’ve faced some difficult situations in the 16 months since my 

daughter was born and my wife died, and though I promised to be 

the best parent ever, my daughter would tell you that I have a long 

way to go—as soon as she learns to talk. 

Women are expected 

to be good mothers. 

Men are expected to 

be, well, men.



Max Whittaker, The New York Times
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Back in the early 1960s, if a woman wanted a job she consulted the ads 
under the category “Help Wanted/Female.” There she would find openings 
for a “pretty-looking cheerful gal” to greet clients at an ad agency, or “an 

Ivy League grad with good typing skills,” or even an executive secretary, provided 
she met the main requirement: “You must be really beautiful.”1 Being young and 
single was usually another job requirement. 

Many employers then would not hire married women, and psychiatrists warned of 
the strain on marriages if a woman got used to earning her own money or making 
her own decisions. In fact, most Americans believed—in the words of one respon-
dent to a Gallup survey in December 1962—that “being subordinate to men is a 
part of being feminine.” And these beliefs were codified in law. Many states had 

“head-and-master” laws affirming that wives were “subject” to their husbands. 
Only four states allowed a wife the right to a separate legal residence, and in no 
state was it illegal for a man to rape his wife.2

That was the context in which Betty Friedan published her shocking best seller, 
The Feminine Mystique, in February 1963, which urged women to seek work outside 
the home. In October of that year, President John F. Kennedy’s Commission on the 
Status of Women added to the controversy by issuing lengthy recommendations 
for more fully incorporating women into the public sphere. 

By then, though, many housewives—and even more of their daughters—were 
already beginning to look beyond the home. Most Americans worried about what 

Marriage

Sharing the Load
Quality marriages today depend on couples sharing domestic work

By Stephanie Coontz
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that might mean for the future of marriage, since conventional wisdom held that 
women who pursued higher education or a career were unlikely to marry, and if 
they did, their marriages were likely to end in divorce.

There was a kernel of truth to the idea that “female emancipation” undermined 
marital “solidarity.” The reason: When marriage was based on a woman’s lack 
of alternative options rather than on mutual respect or interdependence, then a 
woman who acquired educational and economic resources was indeed a threat to 
the stability of marriage. Economists called this the “independence effect.” 

For the first 70 years of the 20th century, female college graduates were much 
less likely to marry than women with less education. And if a married woman 
took a job, the couple was more likely to ultimately divorce. In the late 1960s and 
1970s as women poured into the labor force, divorce rates soared. By 1980 nearly 
half of American marriages were ending in divorce. The “independence effect” 
seemed inexorable. 

But a funny thing happened on the way to the 21st century. As more wives went 
to work in the 1980s, and as the women’s movement challenged old inequities at 
home and on the job, the divorce rate began to fall. From a peak of 22.8 divorces 
per 1,000 couples in 1979, the divorce rate dropped to 16.7 divorces per 1,000 mar-
ried couples by 2005, and those more recently married seem to be following the 
same trend.3 Today, divorce rates tend to be highest in states where fewer wives 
have paid jobs and lower in states where more than 70 percent of married women 
work outside the home.4 

Education is now a plus for marriage, too. The difference in marriage rates 
between female college graduates and women with less education has almost 
entirely disappeared, and divorce rates for educated women have fallen more rap-
idly than for other groups. The result: educated women are now more likely to be 
married at age 35 than their less-educated counterparts.5 

As more wives went to work in the 1980s, and as the 
women’s movement challenged old inequities at home 

and on the job, the divorce rate began to fall. 
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High-earning women—once considered the most 
divorce-prone of all females—have gained a simi-
lar advantage. Analyzing the 2000 and 2001 Cur-
rent Population Surveys, Heather Boushey (then an 
economist as the Economic Policy Institute and now 
the co-editor of this report as senior economist for 
the Center for American Progress) found that women 
between the ages of 28 and 35 who worked full time 
and earned more than $55,000 a year, or who had 
graduate or professional degrees, were just as likely 
to be married as other working women of the same 
age. Sociologist Christine Whelan reports that among 
women aged 30 to 44 earning more than $100,000 
per year, 88 percent are married, compared to 82 per-
cent of other women. And Whelan’s mate selection 
studies reveal that men now find career women and 
educated women much more attractive as marriage 
partners than in earlier decades.6

Today, the independence effect seems to increase 
marital quality and stability. When a woman is 
capable of making her own way in the world, she can 
be more selective in choosing a marriage partner 
and has more negotiating tools inside the marriage. 
This creates fairer marriages with improved marital 
quality for husbands as well as wives. Educated cou-
ples, especially those with egalitarian gender views, 
report the highest marital quality of all.

Stay-at-home wives also benefit from the inde-
pendence effect. It was the women’s movement, not 
defenders of so-called traditional marriage, that 
convinced legislators to overturn the prevailing mar-
riage laws in 1963—when 42 states and the District 
of Columbia all held that if a couple divorced and the 
wife had been a homemaker, she was not entitled to 
share the earnings her husband had accumulated 
during their marriage.7

The	latest	from	the	American	people

Q: Is it important to be self-sufficient 
and not to have to depend on others?

Women
98%

97%

2%

3%

Important Not important

Men

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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Similarly, the pressure on husbands to take on more responsibilities at home was 
initiated by working wives, but these new expectations trickled down to male-
breadwinner-only families as well, with the result that all men now do signifi-
cantly more housework and child care than in the past. That’s good for children, 
who get more time with both their fathers and their mothers today than they did 
in 1963. And it’s good for couples, too, despite the stresses of trying to preserve 
quality couple time as expectations of parenting have expanded and wives spend 
more time at work.

Although there are many variations by racial and ethnic status, income, and occu-
pation in the division of housework and the values that couples hold about both of 
them doing these chores, one of the biggest predictors of a wife’s marital satisfac-
tion is whether she feels that the division of housework is fair. Meanwhile, one 
of the biggest predictors of a husband’s satisfaction is how often he has sex. And 
researchers report that women feel more sexual attraction to husbands who do 
more housework and child care.8 

Despite the group differences in men’s housework, the trend has almost univer-
sally been toward greater participation. Twenty-nine percent of wives reported 
in 1980 that their husbands did no housework at all. Twenty years later this had 
fallen to 16 percent. That makes for healthier and more stable marriages. Sadly 
proving the point is the new countertrend—marriages where the husband earns 
all the income and the wife does all the housework are now more likely to split up 
than marriages where husbands and wives share breadwinning and homemaking.9

The movement of wives into the workforce has been especially positive for well-
educated couples with secure middle-class jobs, with husbands and wives both 
reporting increased marital satisfaction. Although highly work-committed, dual-
earner couples experience more stress in juggling work and family obligations, 
couples where both husband and wife have challenging and rewarding jobs also 

When a woman is capable of making her own 
way in the world, she can be more selective in 

choosing a marriage partner and has more 
negotiating tools inside the marriage.
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report the highest sexual satisfaction. It helps, of course, that many of these dual-
income parents can also afford to pay for outside—or sometimes live-in—child 
care and housekeeping. Nonetheless, employed wives earning all kinds of different 
incomes are less likely to suffer from depression than full-time homemakers with 
comparable household incomes.10

For couples with fewer resources to cope with the economic uncertainties of the 
last two decades, women’s growing economic roles have been more problematic, 
resulting in lower personal satisfaction and greater marital distress. This is espe-
cially true among lower-income couples and those with less education, who con-
sequently have less access to secure, remunerative, or flexible jobs. Balancing rigid 
work schedules with unpredictable family obligations—while also keeping up with 
everyday household cooking and chores—is difficult enough, but for most economi-
cally secure couples there have been enough enhancements from women’s work to 
generally raise the quality of most marriages. The couples who have experienced 
the most declines in marital satisfaction are those in which the wife would rather 

Living together, working together. Couples who share domestic chores and have dual careers can 
survive the toughest challenges, as this couple did after Hurricane Katrina. {Nicole Bengiveno, The New York Times}
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stay at home and works solely due to financial constraints, while the husband 
wants to be the sole provider and household authority but cannot achieve that goal, 
and yet does not help with housework when his wife has to go to work.11

Trying to turn the clock back to a largely mythical Golden Age of marriage in the 
past will not solve these stresses. The threat to successful marriages today is not 
that women have changed too much but that other individuals and institutions 
have changed too little. We are no longer in the thrall of the feminine mystique, 
but two other mystiques continue to impede our progress.

One is the masculine mystique, which still leads some men to resist sharing 
household chores and to feel threatened by their wives’ work commitments or 
earnings successes. Pandering to this—as some politicians and pop psychologists 
advise—is not the answer. The men most likely to experience psychological and 
health setbacks when they lose their job or when their wives earn equal or higher 
salaries are those who are more invested in their identity as breadwinners than as 
family members. And men or women in dual-earner couples who adopt less egali-
tarian ideas over time become more psychologically vulnerable in their marriages.12 

By contrast, men whose attitudes become more egalitarian during the course of 
their marriage report higher marital satisfaction, as do their wives.13 Perhaps 
that’s why the masculine mystique is on the defensive, and why more men are in 
fact beginning to accept and even embrace women’s equality. 

A far more insidious mystique that has yet to be seriously challenged by any of 
our social institutions is what sociology professor Phyllis Moen and psychol-
ogy professor Patricia Roehling call the “career mystique.” This postulates that 

Finding creative ways to allow men and 
women to integrate, combine, and sometimes 
alternate their responsibilities to work and to 

family could be the single most effective 
“pro-marriage” program of the 21st century.
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a successful career requires people to devote “all their time, energy, and commit-
ment throughout their ‘prime’ adult years” to their jobs and to delegate all care-
giving responsibilities to someone else.14

Finding creative ways to allow men and women to integrate, combine, and some-
times alternate their responsibilities to work and to family could be the single 
most effective “pro-marriage” program of the 21st century. Now that women have 
so many more options outside marriage and men have so much less arbitrary 
authority within it, our government, our employers, and our society need to:

• Recognize that the institution of marriage circa the 1960s will never again pro-
vide most employees with an unpaid second worker to free the first one up from 
all domestic responsibilities and care-giving obligations.

• Understand that despite the stresses and trade-offs associated with the mul-
tiplication of family diversity, today’s “independence effect” is good for the 
married and unmarried women and men alike. Enhancing gender equality will 
reduce—not increase—tensions between men and women.

• Structure our laws and institutions so that when marriages do break up, more 
couples are able to negotiate less conflicted partings. Encouraging fathers to take 
parental leave and use flex time from day one will engage fathers in more child 
care and develop strong family identities during their marriages, which means 
they will be far less likely to cut off contact with their children after divorce.

• Embrace flexible working hours, family leave, and child care and elder care 
time so that married couples and other individuals with care-giving obliga-
tions, no matter what their income status, can balance the demands of work 
and family equitably.

Family diversity is here to stay, and every kind of family has strengths that we 
can help them build upon. But the marriages that do last today—and more are 
lasting in each new generation of newlyweds since the baby boomers—are fairer, 
more intimate, and more respectful than couples from previous eras would have 
ever dared to dream. If only we could say the same about the work policies and 
social support systems that families need.
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This may come as a surprise to most Americans—a majority of 

households in the United States are headed by an unmarried person 

and almost half of all women 18 years of age and older are unmar-

ried—whether they are never married, divorced, separated or wid-

owed. Who is the unmarried woman today? She may be middle-aged, 

but she is more likely to be young or old. She may be rich, but she is 

probably struggling to make ends meet. 

She may be white, but compared to her married counterpart, she is 

more likely to be a woman of color. She may be an educated, career-

oriented professional, but she probably doesn’t have a college degree 

and is stuck in a low-wage job. She may or may not have children, but 

as an unmarried woman she is largely on her own. No matter her life’s 

circumstances, she has decisions to make, a household to run, and a 

future to plan on her own.

The unmarried woman is a young woman just out of high school 

and starting out in life, learning to navigate the waters of adulthood 

while remaining single. Like many of her peers today, if she marries 

it will likely be many years later than her mother did. If she doesn’t 

marry by 30, like one-quarter of all women, she will continue on her 

own in a world where the unmarried woman is more likely to be 

unemployed, to lack health insurance, and to spend much more of 

her income on the basic necessities of life. 

The unmarried woman is also the single mom—divorced, sepa-

rated or never married—working a double shift to pay rent. She 

wonders how she will take care of her kids on her own on her low 

Single in a Marriage-Centered World
By Page Gardner, president, Women’s Voices Women Vote, a non-profit organization 
dedicated to involving American women on their own in our democracy
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wages—because unmarried women make on average barely more 

than half of what a married man makes, and unmarried women 

with children earn less than women without kids.

The unmarried woman is the single mom’s child care worker, grocery 

clerk, schoolteacher, nurse’s aide, and hairdresser. She has been 

on the front lines of the current economic crisis, from housing to 

health care. If she is still employed, her hours and income may be 

down, and retirement savings is a foreign concept. 

The unmarried woman is also your widowed grandmother. Women 

of her generation didn’t work much, so she probably has little if any 

savings of her own; it all depended on her husband. Will her hus-

band’s savings be enough for the rest of her life? More than half of 

her income comes from Social Security, and she hopes she doesn’t 

become a burden on her children.

Other women are choosing independence, to be on their own, but 

many are trapped by circumstance. Many are divorced, but may not 

have received a fair share of the marital assets. Marriage is now more 

than ever more an institution for the privileged: those with higher 

education and the highest salaries. Being—or becoming—an unmar-

ried woman means much greater economic vulnerability but also 

economic control over the few resources she has, greater hardship 

but more personal independence. Yet generations of social focus on 

marriage makes many government-bestowed benefits inaccessible.

When people recognize that very soon there will be more unmar-

ried than married women in our country, this social focus on mar-

riage may change. Our public policies certainly need to recognize 

and reflect this new America.

Being—or becoming—

an unmarried woman 

means much greater 

economic vulnerability 

but also economic 

control over the few 

resources she has, 

greater hardship 

but more personal 

independence. 
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My paternal grandmother, Maryanne, dreamed of becoming a writer. For 
a short spell in the 1950s, she edited manuscripts for a literary agent—
male, of course. Hunched over stacks of paper at a Formica-topped 

kitchen table while dinner got a little burnt nearby, she was blissfully happy. It 
was the closest she would ever come to realizing her dream. For the majority of 
her life, she worked exclusively in the home exclusively as a “homemaker.” 

My maternal grandmother, Joan, boldly went where few 18-year-old girls from 
Kearney, Nebraska, dared to go in the early 1940s—Chicago, Illinois. She 
attended a teachers college while volunteering at Jane Addams’ Hull House, the 
progressive community house founded by the Nobel Prize-winning social activ-
ist in the late 1880s. My grandma Joan would ring her own heavy school bell for 
just a few years, as a kindergarten teacher, before starting a family and staying 
home forevermore. 

My own mother thought that the perfect job for her, circa 1965, would be secre-
tarial work. She heard that if you finished your work early enough, you could read 
novels all day at your desk. Then the late 1960s turned everything upside down, 
and suddenly my mom was protesting the Vietnam War right alongside my dad, 
earning top grades as an undergraduate at Colorado State University, and apply-
ing to social work graduate school. 

She worked throughout my childhood—mostly a juggling act of consulting, part-
time, and unpaid community work. She was often sick with an autoimmune 

A Young Woman's Viewpoint

Transcending 9 to 5 
How American women and men are reworking our country 

By Courtney E. Martin
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disorder, but deeply fulfilled nevertheless. My parents’ commitment to shared par-
enting proved noble, but ultimately unrealized—with my dad logging long hours 
at his inflexible law firm. 

My partner’s mother, a Caribbean immigrant, worked nights as a nurse while rais-
ing four kids on her own in Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn. She would sew suits 
from scratch for the doctors at the hospital for extra money and occasionally 
make elaborate weddings dresses for their daughters. She didn’t fret over failed 
promises or her own unfulfilled dreams; she worked tirelessly so that her chil-
dren could thrive. And they did. They became a blues singer, a nurse, a technology 
expert, and—my partner—a film editor. 

On the precipice of my 30s, I look back at my matrilineal history and that of 
my partner’s family—and more broadly at the historical shifts described in this 
book—and I feel profoundly grateful. There is no longer any real debate over 
whether women should work. Perhaps some on the fringes still wonder, but the 
majority of Americans know that women, in most cases, must earn a living, and 
that, just like men, we find fulfillment in an honest day’s work—whether we fix 
plumbing, care for the elderly, or design websites. If we are lucky, we even find a 
vocation where, as theologian and novelist Frederick Buechner puts it, our “deep 
gladness meets the world’s deep need.”

There have been such significant gains in so many of the areas examined in these 
pages—government, business, education, health, religion, and, yes, even the still-
frustrating arenas of pop culture and mainstream media. You’ve just read many of 
the exciting headlines:

• Women are indeed half of all U.S. workers
• Workplaces are beginning to change to allow workers to be able to earn an 

income for their family and still meet their family responsibilities 

The majority of Americans know that women, in 
most cases, must earn a living, and that, just like 
men, we find fulfillment in an honest day’s work.
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• Studies prove that women-led businesses have an improved bottom line
• Women are more educated than ever before
• Religious institutions are being compelled to evolve to accommodate the 

working woman
• Women’s access to contraception has put them in a position to design their lives 

as never before
• Men want to be present fathers! 

For all of this and so much more, I raise a glass and toast those who have spoken 
up, stood out, and refused to settle for indignity or injustice. 

I thank the icons, such as Anita Hill and Lilly Ledbetter, who took great personal 
risk to expose large-scale injustice. I thank the lesser-known, but no less coura-
geous, fighters, among them Bernice Sandler, the architect of Title IX, and Sarah 

Feminist icons. Women marching for the vote on May 1, 1912. {Bettmann, CORBIS}
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Claree White, a union organizer at the Delta Pride catfish plant,1 who led one of 
the largest strikes of African American workers in Mississippi. I thank the women 
all across the country who have dreamed despite their deferment and worked tire-
lessly so that the next generation could live less restrictive lives. 

The women (and men) of my generation have come of age at a time when feminist 
values are simply in the water. On “Free to Be… You and Me,” the early 1970s chil-
dren’s record album, Harry Belafonte and Marlo Thomas sang to a new generation, 

“Some mommies are ranchers, or poetry makers/Or doctors or teachers, or clean-
ers or bakers/Some mommies drive taxis, or sing on TV/Yeah, mommies can be 
almost anything they want to be.”2 Immigrant mothers have served as courageous 

Coming of age. Today's young women stand on the shoulders of earlier feminist leaders. 
{Bob Thomas, Corbis}
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models—caring for their families while working double shifts, all with an eye on 
their children’s education and upward mobility; their daughters watch them and 
learn that femaleness is about dynamism and determination. Even if our parents 
didn’t call themselves feminists, we—the daughters of the 1980s and 1990s—were 
raised with a new and improved edict of equality: You can do anything you want to 
do, just like your brothers. 

It’s a good thing we’ve been so pumped up on post-gender idealism, because 
there are some big battles ahead. As the authors of these pages attest, we need 
comprehensive policy reform that reflects an accurate picture of the American 
worker—not Mr. Cleaver putting in his eight hours and then wandering home for 
dinner on the table at 5:30 p.m., but men and women customizing their 15-plus 
hour days out of a unique mix of work (both in office and remotely), caretaking 
(for both children and aging parents), community activism, religious and spiri-
tual practices, entertainment, and exercise. 

It will take a truly diverse and cohesive coalition to make sure these reforms are not 
seen as “women’s issues,” but critical quality-of-life concerns for all. Likewise, we 
must work across class, ethnicity, religion, and political party if we want to shape 
policy that benefits all Americans, not just the privileged few who sit in the hallowed 
halls of power or have the resources to lobby. From the federal level on down, we need 
policies that honor Americans’ ideals for their own lives and support their human 
right to have safe working conditions, economic stability, access to education, quality 
health care, and time with their loved ones and communities.

Men need to own their responsibility in championing these causes alongside 
women. For too long, women have taken on a disproportionate amount of the 
burden of shifting government and workplace policies to be more family friendly—
causing the unintended side effect of having these efforts framed as niche issues. 

Even if our parents didn’t call themselves feminists, 
we—the daughters of the 1980s and 1990s—were 

raised with a new and improved edict of equality: You 
can do anything you want to do, just like your brothers. 
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Labor unions—a great force throughout American history—have helped, pushing 
for the passage of family and medical leave and state-paid family leave laws, and 
we’ll continue to need their collective voices on our side. More gender-balanced 
leadership and widening the fairly narrow rights framework to a more broad-
based quality of life framework would be exciting. 

Of course, the notion that motherhood could somehow be niche is so preposterous 
as to be comical. After all, we all have a mother! And beyond that, there is nothing 
niche about wanting to have a well-rounded life, about needing flexibility and sup-
port, about wanting to be there when your 2-year-old says her first word or your 
father his last. Thanks to the feminist movement, young men are increasingly 
seeing these issues as directly related to their own lives. Recent studies confirm 
that men, just like women, have an optimum fertility window,3 and even those 
who don’t want children are waking up to the precious gift of having a rich life 
outside of work. The challenge ahead is for men to grapple for the language and 
the framing that inspires them to join the fight. Women, for our part, must make 
room for our male partners and colleagues to own their share. 

There are also some battles ahead that are far less direct—the stuff of self-
examination, social and cultural shape-shifting, open interpersonal commu-
nication, experimentation, and scariest of all, bold and unapologetic dreaming. 
Women must face the ways in which they take on too much of the burden of 
housework and then resent their partners for it. Men must grow comfortable 
leaving work meetings early for family obligations and being transparent with 
colleagues about it. Supervisors must try out policies that acknowledge their 
workers as whole human beings and neighbors must collaborate on child care, 
meal preparation, and extracurricular opportunities to ease the burden of rais-
ing children in isolation. 

Men need to own their responsibility in  
championing these causes alongside women. For 

too long, women have taken on a disproportionate 
amount of the burden of shifting government and 

workplace policies to be more family friendly.
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We must all envision the more equitable, humane, and balanced America we 
want to live in and then fight like mad to make it a reality. I see all of these less 
definitive shifts buzzing beneath the surface of so much of this comprehensive 
report—the not-so-subtle subtext to all the analysis about workplace structure, 
government policy, and health care reform. 

You see, we can reform our government, social, and workplace institutions, but 
until we re-imagine our own lives, we will forever be caught in the crossfire of 
thwarted personal expectations. My generation must carry on our backs the 
burden of so many unresolved interpersonal and social issues and so many 
unanswered questions about the best way to shape a life, a family, a nation. 

Take my own history as an example. I have never had a role model of a marriage 
where two partners truly shared caregiving responsibilities. I’ve had tremendous 
mentors in the daily effort to maintain a committed partnership and a messy, 
loving family, and the humble search for work that is both satisfying and eco-
nomically secure. But I also come from a long line of women with physical and 
mental health issues, unrealized potential, and unspoken regrets. I feel as if I 
carry this complex mix—the enlightened mentoring and the swallowed failures—
around with me as I try to envision my own life as a working woman and, some 
day, mother. 

Of course, those institutional reforms will enable me and my generation to 
make decisions within a healthier, more just context. The women of my genera-
tion will face far fewer double-binds than our mothers or grandmothers. The 
men of my generation will enjoy a far broader, though still not universal, cul-
tural assumption that they are not only workers but also nurturers and partners. 
But I still believe that it is incumbent upon all of us to reinvent the most inti-
mate of spheres in order to fully realize the potential afforded by these institu-
tional reforms. 

We must all envision the more equitable, humane, 
and balanced America we want to live in and then 

fight like mad to make it a reality.
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What does this new future look like? 

It is my friend Charlton, staying home with his newborn baby boy while his wife 
works, reveling in all the new discoveries that both of them—father and son—
enjoy in that precious time. It is my friend Megan, walking into her boss’s office 
and negotiating the salary she deserves without apology. It is my dad, retired and 
learning to cook for the first time, smiling from ear to ear when my mom tells 
him how delicious his stir-fry tastes. It is my friends Rachel and Yvette, sustain-
ing a loving partnership via Skype and a thousand beautiful emails despite the 

Sharing life, sharing happiness. Men who do more housework and child care are healthier, 
physically and psychologically. {Todd Heisler, the new york times}
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U.S. government’s refusal to recognize their union and grant Yvette a visa. It is 
partners across the country, sitting down with one another and having honest 
conversations about what they need in order to be fulfilled individuals and happy 
families—and most important, honoring their commitments even when it bucks 
cultural conventions. It is—and this is hard to admit—women letting go of some 
of the unhealthy expectations that we’ve had of ourselves and giving men more 
room to contribute, fail, learn, and own their part in the domestic sphere. 

Just as policy reform can create a more comfortable climate within which indi-
viduals can make courageous choices, those courageous choices can then influ-
ence a more enlightened politics at large. As men remake the role of father—from 
antiquated “big daddy” protector to emotionally attuned, involved mentor—and 
as women remake the role of mother—from martyred queen of the home to full 
human being with a capacity to lead in many areas—our country’s ideas about 
leadership will also continue to evolve. 

It’s such an exciting moment. We are balanced on the precipice of a whole new 
way of working and living, not just for women, but for everyone. If we can hold 
tight to our vision of what a more humane, healthy, and just America looks like, 
pull up our sleeves and do the hard work—side by side—that manifesting this 
vision will require, then the rewards could be breathtaking. 

We could birth differently. No longer forced to have a baby and then rush back to 
work, women and men together could share the first, sacred months of life and 
head back to work with their bonds secured. We could learn differently, finally 
honoring our rhetoric in this country about providing equal education for all and 

As men remake the role of father—from antiquated 
“big daddy” protector to emotionally attuned, involved 
mentor—and as women remake the role of mother—

from martyred queen of the home to full human being 
with a capacity to lead in many areas—our country’s 

ideas about leadership will also continue to evolve.
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supporting more diversity within every field. We could work differently, expect-
ing dignity and fair wages in our workplaces and using the best technology has to 
offer to be more efficient within our truly customizable work schedules. 

We could govern differently. Lawmakers could craft policies that support individ-
uals and families, not just the bottom line. We could care differently, coordinat-
ing not just with our equally harried partners but also with federally subsidized 
child care centers, more cohesive neighborhood groups, and religious and spiri-
tual communities. 

We could worship differently.“Bowling alone” no more, we could depend on our 
religious and neighborhood communities to feed our spirits while starving our 
sense of alienation. We could even die differently, surrounded by those who love 
us, those who are supported to be present during the moments that matter most 
in our lives.

My grandmothers, and my mother especially, lived amazing, courageous lives, but 
they were limited by the times in which they were born—the economic constraints, 
the fearful clinging to joyless gender norms, the lack of a collective analysis and 
an inspired vision. My generation faces its own challenges today—the Great 
Recession, a dangerous and insecure world, the threat of environmental ruin, the 
residue of decades of gender disparity—but the world today also boasts ripe con-
ditions for thoroughgoing change. 

We have the opportunity that comes from crisis—the battered economy has 
shaken up just about everything. Our environmental crisis points toward our 
undeniable interconnection. We have leaders at the highest levels who—both 
symbolically and fundamentally—support Americans, men and women, in their 
quest for fulfilling work and personal lives. We have momentum.

We have leaders at the highest levels who—both 
symbolically and fundamentally—support Americans, 

men and women, in their quest for fulfilling work  
and personal lives. We have momentum.
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Alice Walker once wrote, “And so our mothers and grandmothers have, more 
often than not anonymously, handed on the creative spark, the seed of the flower 
they themselves never hoped to see—or like a sealed letter they could not plainly 
read.”4 In these pages, I have read the sealed letter. It is a call to action to my 
entire generation to agitate for the world that our mothers and fathers, grand-
mothers and grandfathers, didn’t get to live in, but dreamed of—for us. 

Courtney E. Martin is the award-winning author of Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters: 
How the Quest for Perfection is Harming Young Women.
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The Latest from the American People

Battle of the Sexes Gives 
Way to Negotiations

Americans welcome women workers, want new deal  
to support how we now work and live today

By John Halpin and Ruy Teixeira  
with Susan Pinkus and Kelly Daley

A Woman’s Nation Changes Everything” documents in detail the many 
transformational changes in our economy and our society today because 
of the massive influx of women into the American workforce over the past 

few decades. But how do Americans overall feel about these changes? What effect, 
if any, do all these changes have on the beliefs and behavior of men and women? 
Is discord rising between the sexes or are men and women finding ways to co-
exist and even reach consensus on important matters? How are modern families 
adjusting to the changes at home and in the workplace? Do men and women agree 
or disagree in their understandings of how families, work environments, and pub-
lic policy should be structured? 

The Rockefeller Foundation, in collaboration with TIME, set out to answer these 
and other questions about women and society in a landmark study of public opin-
ion that was completed less than a month before the publication of this report. 
The research team, led by the authors of this chapter, set out to determine just 
how men and women view one another in this new era and how changes in the 
economy are influencing attitudes about gender relations, the family, and the 
workplace. Working with public opinion research firm Abt SRBI to design and 
execute our study, we interviewed more than 3,400 adults across the country to 
get a clearer picture of the state of gender relations today. 

“
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The results are striking. Contrary to much of the conventional wisdom about the 
battle of the sexes, our research finds basic alignment between men and women 
in terms of what they want in life and what they believe about one another. First 
and foremost, both men and women overwhelmingly agree that the rise of women 
in the workforce is a positive development for society—a viewpoint that crosses 
generational, ideological, partisan, and racial and ethnic lines. 

Compared to earlier generations, men say they are perfectly comfortable with 
women working outside the home, women earning more money than men, and 
more men being stay-at-home dads. In turn, women say they are less dependent on 
men for financial security than women were in their mothers’ generation and that 
many of the tensions between working and having a family life can be bridged. 

Tellingly, these new attitudes are apparent in conversations across kitchen tables 
throughout our country. Both men and women say they are negotiating more than 
earlier generations about the rules of relationships, work, and family—a clear 
sign that the battle of the sexes has given way to a new era of gender diplomacy 
and mutual discussion about their increasingly harried and stressful lives. Both 
sexes disagree that men no longer know their role in work and life or that men and 
women are confused about how to interact with one another in this new era. 

Yet our public opinion research also shows that mutual understanding doesn’t 
mean changes in behavior have been equally forthcoming. Both sexes agree that 
women continue to bear a disproportionate burden in taking care of children and 
elderly parents, even when both partners in a relationship have jobs. Women over-
whelmingly report that they are solely responsible for the care of their children 
and many say that they alone are responsible for the care of aging parents. 

Given the ongoing difficulties many people face in balancing work and family life, 
it is not surprising that large numbers of Americans—men and women alike—
view the decline in the percentage of children growing up in a family with a stay-
at-home parent as a negative development for society. A majority of men—and 
even a bare majority of women—agree that it is still best for a family if the father 
works outside the home and the mother takes care of the children. 

But rather than pining for family structures of an earlier generation, we heard 
loud and clear from Americans in this study that government and businesses have 
failed to adapt to the needs of modern families. Men and women are ready and 
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The Rockefeller Foundation, in collaboration with TIME, 
contacted 3,413 adults nationwide by telephone from 
August 31 to September 15, 2009, including 1,599 men 
and 1,814 women. Telephone numbers were chosen 
randomly in separate samples of land-line and cell 
phone exchanges across the nation, allowing listed 
and unlisted numbers to be contacted, and multiple 
attempts were made to contact each number. Cell 
phone exchanges and ported numbers were hand-
dialed. The survey includes “over samples” (polling 
parlance for measures to ensure all subsets of a popula-
tion are captured in the poll) of African Americans and 
Hispanics selected from census tracts with higher than 
8 percent concentration of each respective group. The 
sample includes a total of 446 African Americans and 
383 Hispanics. The resulting interviews were weighted 

into proportion by probability of selection. The sample 
was adjusted to census proportions of sex, ethnicity, 
age, education, and national region. 

The margin of sampling error for adults is plus or minus 
two percentage points. For both men and women, it is 
three points; for African Americans, it is five points; and 
for Hispanics, it is six points. For smaller subgroups, the 
margin of error may be higher. Survey results may also 
be affected by factors such as question wording and the 
order in which questions are asked. Interviews were con-
ducted in English and Spanish. Questionnaire design and 
interviewing was conducted by Abt SRBI of New York. 
Center for American Progress senior fellows John Halpin 
and Ruy Teixeira coordinated the polling and analyzed 
the poll results.

Survey	methodology

willing to work out the details of their stressful lives. Many Americans will choose 
more traditional arrangements, and many may not. But regardless of family struc-
ture, Americans across the board desire more flexibility in work schedules, paid 
family leave, and increased child care support. Ever practical and pragmatic, our 
survey demonstrates that Americans understand that everything has changed in 
their work and lives today and that consequently they are working things out as 
best they can while looking to their government and their employers to catch up. 

Americans strongly accept increasing role of women  
in our economy

In our survey, we asked Americans to evaluate the ramifications of the central 
premise of this report—everything changes in work and life because women today 
make up nearly one-half of the U.S. workforce. As Figure 1 highlights, more than 
three-quarters of Americans (77 percent) view this change positively, with more 
than 4 in 10 (42 percent) saying that it has been a “very positive” change for 
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American society. Less than one-fifth of Americans (19 percent) say the rise of 
women in the economy has had a negative impact on society. 

Positive views cut across the demographic and ideological spectrum, with strong 
majorities of men (75 percent), women (77 percent), whites (76 percent), African 
Americans (81 percent), Latinos (84 percent), liberals (87 percent), and moderates 
(86 percent) viewing women’s increased role in the economy positively. Even more 
traditional elderly and conservative audiences believe women working equally 
alongside men in the workforce is a net positive for society, albeit at lower overall 
levels than other groups. 

Although every age and gender group thinks that more women going to work is 
a positive change for society, women under 45 are most enthusiastic about this 
development (55 percent very positive) followed by younger men (44 percent very 
positive). Less than 4 in 10 (38 percent) women over the age of 45 say they have 

Figure	1

The	American	public	overwhelmingly	views	the	rise	of	women	in	
workforce	as	good	for	society
Q: Forty years ago, just one-third of all workers were women. Today, about one-half 
of all workers are women. Do you think this change has been positive or negative for 
American society (split sample with “the American economy”)?

Groups by total percent positive (for combined samples)

Democrats

Liberals

Moderates

18–29 year olds

Latinos

African Americans

Women

Whites

Independents

Men

65 or older

Republicans

Conservatives

76%

77%

75%

81%

84%

87%

88%

86%

76%

68%

68%

85%

69%

4%

77%

19%

42%

35%

13%

6%

Very positive

Somewhat positive

Very negative

Somewhat negative

Neither positive nor negative
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very positive feelings about this, but three-quarters of them (75 percent) hold at 
least a somewhat positive view of more women working in the economy.

One might think the movement of millions of women into the economy would 
cause friction between the sexes, particularly for men who might feel wrongly 
displaced from employment or left out altogether from the modern economy. To 
the contrary, the demonstrated lack of discord over this profound social shift in 
American life more likely signals convergence between the sexes due to the align-
ment of their views about major life goals and family desires. 

As Figure 2 shows, both men and women today agree almost down the line with 
one another about what is most important to them in their own lives. More than 
9 in 10 men (92 percent) and women (96 percent) place being healthy at the top 
of their list in terms of what is very important to them, followed by being self-
sufficient, being financially secure, and having a fulfilling job. Although women 

Figure	2

Men	and	women	agree	on	most	life	goals
Q: I'm going to read you a list of some things that different people value. Some people 
say these things are very important to them. Other people say they are not so important. 
Please tell me how important each thing is to you personally.

Percent saying “very important”

Being healthy

Being self-sufficient and not  
having to depend on others

Being financially secure

Having a fulfilling job

Having religious faith

Having children

Being married

MenWomen

0% 10%

58%

92%

83%

74%

73%

60%

58%

68%

96%

85%

81%

71%

66%

53%

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
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place a slightly higher premium on faith than do men (68 percent very important 
for women; 58 percent for men) and less of an emphasis on marriage (58 percent 
very important for men; 53 percent for women), the sexes are generally aligned on 
major life goals.

Similarly, men and women appear to look for the same traits and attributes in 
their mates. As seen in Figure 3, 82 percent of men and 75 percent of women told 
us that it is very important to them for their romantic partners to give them love 
and affection, and nearly 7 in 10 men (68 percent) and more than 6 in 10 women 
(62 percent) want their partners to have a family. And to whom will they turn in 
order to make family decisions and provide for the family? Our survey shows that 
both men and women are looking less to their partners to make major household 
decisions or to support them financially, though women are still twice as likely as 
men to look to their partners for financial support (30 percent very important ver-
sus 15 percent very important, respectively).

This last finding may be partially explained by the continued desire among both 
mothers and fathers for their daughters to have a traditional family structure over 
more individualistic measures of financial and career success. Looking at Figure 4, 
we find that 63 percent of fathers and 56 percent of mothers rank “a happy mar-
riage and kids” as their chief desire for their daughters, compared to less than 
one-third of men and less than half of women who rank “financial success” and 

“an interesting career” as top goals for their daughters. 

Figure	3

Men	and	women	are	looking	for	similar	things	from	their	partners
Q: Whether or not you have a romantic partner in your life right now, please tell me how 
important you feel it is for you personally to have that person do the following. 

Percent saying “very important”

To give love and affection

To have a family

To make major household decisions

To support financially

MenWomen

0% 10%

82%

68%

46%

15%

75%

62%

40%

30%

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
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Although every age and gender group expresses a desire for their daughters to 
have a happy marriage with children above other goals, 30 percent of women 
under the age of 45 say they want their daughters to have an interesting career 
compared to 16 percent of men under 45. Only 18 percent of men and 19 percent 
of women ages 45 or older rank an interesting career as their top desire for their 
daughters. Intriguingly, looking below the surface we find that less than half of 
single men with kids (48 percent) and single women with kids (47 percent) rank a 
happy marriage and children as their top desire for the daughters. 

The ongoing importance of marriage 
for married parents is not that sur-
prising, given what they told us about 
their own life experiences—roughly 
two-thirds of married men and women 
(67 percent and 65 percent, respec-
tively) describe their own marriages 
as very happy, clearly a condition they 
would like for their own offspring. 

Perhaps the strongest alignment 
between men and women in terms of 
their day-to-day lives involves the 
level of anxiety they are experiencing 

Figure	4

Mothers	and	fathers	both	want	a	traditional	family	arrangement	
for	their	daughters
Q: [For those with daughters or stepdaughters] Everyone naturally wants the best of 
all things for their children, but I'd like to know how you would rank these three things in 
importance. For a daughter of yours, which would you most want her to have? (Percent 
ranked “first”)

A happy marriage and children

Financial success

An interesting career

MenWomen

0% 10%

63%

15%

17%

56%

19%

23%

20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Figure	5

Men	and	women	are	equally	
happy	in	their	own	marriages/
relationships
Q: All things considered, how would you 
describe your marriage or partnership?

Men

Women

Very happy Somewhat happy

65% 67%

31% 30%
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and the constant negotiations that must go on between partners to bring some 
order to their daily schedules. As Figure 6 shows, 75 percent of Americans report 
experiencing stress in their daily lives, with nearly equal percentages of men and 
women (39 percent and 40 percent, respectively) saying this stress occurs fre-
quently. Given the hectic nature of modern life, no wonder two-thirds of Americans 
say they are coordinating their duties and responsibilities with their spouses or 
partners at least two to three times per week. Forty percent of Americans say they 
are negotiating these details daily. 

The battle of the sexes is over

What can we conclude from these data? First, the profound shift in women’s role 
in the U.S. economy has not led to massive conflict between men and women. In 
fact, the opposite happened—men and women view this change in quite favorable 
terms. Second, the lack of acrimony over this shift is partially a result of men and 
women largely sharing the same life ambitions, goals, and realities. Third, both 
sexes appear to be converging in their beliefs about gender relations and the role of 
women in society and the workplace rather than fragmenting along gender lines. 

Figure	6

Americans	are	stressed	in	their	daily	lives;	parents	are	coordinating	more

Every day
40%

2–3 times per week
26%

Less often/never
16%

Once a week
14%

Every other week
3%

Don't know/refused
1%

Frequently
39%

Never
5%

Don't know/refused
1%

Rarely
19%

Sometimes
36%

Q: In general, how often do you 
experience stress in your daily life: 
never, rarely, sometimes, or frequently? 

Q: Families today are very busy, juggling multiple 
and sometimes conflicting schedules, duties, and 
responsibilities. How often do you and your spouse/
partner (need to) coordinate your family’s schedules, 
duties, and responsibilities?
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Although some divisions remain between genders and across ideological lines, the 
real story emerging from this study is the consistent and strong agreement of the 
sexes on many attitudinal measures of modern life. The bulk of our study asked 
people whether they agreed or disagreed with a range of statements about the 
status of men and women in society. Strikingly, we learned that strong majorities 
of both men and women agreed with one another on 24 of 31 measures—an agree-
ment rate of more than 75 percent. In many cases, the attitudes of women were 
stronger than those of men, but the overall agreement rate is astounding—further 
highlighting the convergence of opinion between men and women. 

Table 1 presents a comprehensive overview of the many areas of consensus 
between the sexes, ranked by the total level of agreement (or disagreement) 
among women. To get a sense of the areas where men and women are in greatest 
alignment these days, consider the following measures where the sexes are sepa-
rated by only five percentage points or less:

• You are comfortable with women in households earning more money than men. 
(89 percent of men and women agree)

• Husbands and wives today are negotiating more than earlier generations about 
the rules on relationships, work, and family. (83 percent of men and 84 percent of 
women agree)

• Mothers cannot be as productive at work as fathers. (82 percent of men and 
81 percent of women disagree)

• The realities of family life today are not adequately represented in news and 
entertainment media. (77 percent of men and 78 percent of women agree)

• Mothers cannot be as productive at work as people without children.  
(82 percent of men and 81 percent of women disagree)

• You are confused about the way men and women are supposed to interact these 
days. (72 percent of men and 71 percent of women disagree)

• Women need to behave more like men to be taken seriously in the workplace. 
(74 percent of men and 71 percent of women disagree) 
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Table	1

Basic	alignment	between	genders	on	women	and	society;	women	stronger		
on	many	measures
Q: For each statement, please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree,  
or strongly disagree. (Total percent agree, unless indicated; ranked by total for women)

Women Men

Strongly Total Strongly Total

You are comfortable with women in households earning more money than men. 65 89 61 89

Despite changes in the modern family, women today still bear the primary 
responsibility for taking care of sick or elderly parents.

52 86 27 66

Compared to previous generations, it is now more acceptable for men to be  
stay-at-home dads.

41 85 32 79

In households where both partners have jobs, women take on more responsibilities 
for the home and family than their male partners. 

55 85 28 67

Husbands and wives today are negotiating more than earlier generations about  
the rules on relationships, work and family. 

51 84 46 83

Women who have children are just as committed to their jobs as women who  
do not have children.

57 83 44 73

Mothers cannot be as productive at work as fathers. (Disagree) 63 81 56 82

The realities of family life today are not adequately represented in news and 
entertainment media. 

47 78 47 77

It is possible for a woman to have a fulfilling life if she remains single. 54 78 38 67

Mothers cannot be as productive at work as people without children. (Disagree) 56 77 45 72

Today's women's movement is a movement that considers the needs of men and 
families too, not just women. 

34 73 22 59

You are confused about the way men and women are supposed to interact these days. 
(Disagree)

46 71 46 72

Women need to behave more like men to be taken seriously in the workplace. 
(Disagree)

48 71 47 74

[WOMEN ONLY]: Compared to your mother, you are less dependent on your 
spouse for financial security.

48 70 – –

[MEN ONLY]: Compared to your father, you are more comfortable having women work 
outside the home.

– – 40 70

There would be fewer problems in the world if women had a more equal position  
in government and business. 

39 69 24 54

Compared to past generations, men are becoming more financially dependent 
on women. 

23 65 19 61

Women who work outside the home have less time and attention for their marriage 
or relationship.

26 63 25 65

With the rise of women in society and the workplace, men no longer know their role. 
(Disagree)

29 61 38 68

Men today are less interested in playing the macho role than they were in years past. 19 60 19 63

Men have lost the battle of the sexes. (Disagree) 26 58 31 62
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• Compared to past generations, men are becoming more financially dependent on 
women. (61 percent of men and 65 percent of women agree)

• Women who work outside the home have less time and attention for their 
marriage or relationship. (65 percent of men and 63 percent of women agree)

• Men today are less interested in playing the macho role than they were in years 
past. (63 percent of men and 60 percent of women agree)

• Men have lost the battle of the sexes. (62 percent of men and 58 percent of 
women disagree)

On several other measures, we find that majorities of both men and women 
agreed with a certain statement but women were much stronger in their beliefs 
than were men. This is particularly true for matters related to the distribution of 
labor within households. 

Fifty-two percent of women, for example, strongly agree (86 percent total agree) 
with the statement: “Despite changes in the modern family, women today still 
bear the primary responsibility for taking care of sick or elderly parents.” Only 
27 percent of men strongly agree (66 percent total agree) with this statement. 
Similarly, 55 percent of women strongly agree (85 percent total agree) that “In 
households where both partners have jobs, women take on more responsibilities 
for the home and family than their male partners,” versus 28 percent of men who 
strongly agree (67 percent total agree). 

Balancing family life and the workplace seems to spark less disagreement. Fifty-
seven percent of women, for example, strongly agree (83 percent total agree) that 
working mothers are just as committed to their jobs as women without children, 
with 44 percent of men strongly agreeing (73 percent total agree). Despite the 
more intense opinions of women on some issues, it is notable and important 
that majorities of men are at least somewhat in alignment with the attitudes of 
women on many measures of gender relations and the workplace. 

Furthermore, as Figures 7 and 8 highlight, men and women are basically aligned in 
their attitudes about one of the more contentious issues between the sexes—the tra-
ditional family structure. Fifty-six percent of men agree (39 percent disagree) that 

“it is better for a family if the father works outside the home and the mother takes 
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care of the children.” At the same 
time, a bare majority of women agree 
with this notion—51 percent versus 
44 percent disagreeing. Generational 
differences are clear on this measure. 
Women under age 45 are less inclined 
to agree that it is better for a family if 
the father works outside the home and 
the mother takes care of the family—
less than one in five younger women 
strongly agree with this idea.

Perhaps more telling, we presented 
respondents with the fact that today 
less than 30 percent of children grow 

up in a family with a stay-at-home parent compared to a majority of kids who 
grew up in this family environment in the mid-1970s. A full 65 percent of Ameri-
cans—including 70 percent of men and 61 percent of women—believe this change 
has had a negative effect on American society compared to only 28 percent who 
view this change positively. Although concerns are widespread about the demise 
of the proportion of children growing up in a family with at least one parent at 
home, lower percentages of single and full-time working women, African Ameri-
cans, and Latinos view this development as a negative change for society. 

The battle is over, but differences remain to be negotiated 

Despite general agreement among Americans on many measures involving 
women’s changing role in society, lingering differences still exist. Most of the dif-
ferences are small and stem from divergent attitudes between men and women, 
and between liberals and conservatives, about the overall status of women and the 
relationship of working women to their children. 

As Figure 9 highlights, there are four statements that produced noticeable gender 
gaps. In the first of these, 54 percent of men agree that it is “harder for a mother 
who works outside the home to establish as warm and secure a relationship with 
her children as a mother who does not work outside the home.” A roughly similar 
percentage of women, 56 percent, disagree with this sentiment. Women of all ages 

Figure	7

Traditional	family	structure	
favored	by	a	majority	of	men	
and	a	plurality	of	women
Q: It is better for a family if the father 
works outside the home and the mother 
takes care of the children? 

Men

Women

Agree Disagree

51%
56%

44%
39%
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disagree with this notion while younger men (52 percent agree, under 45) and 
older men (55 percent agree, 45 or older) feel the opposite way.

Similarly, a majority of men (60 percent) believes that “there are no longer any 
barriers to how far women can advance in the workplace,” compared to only 50 
percent of women who believe this is the case. On the flip side of the gender coin, a 
strong majority of women (68 percent) agrees that “men resent women who have 
more power than they do” versus only 48 percent of men. And 52 percent of women 
agree that “all things considered, men continue to have it better in life than women 
do,” while 53 percent of men disagree they occupy an elevated position in life. 

Figure	8

Public	worried	about	effect	on	children	without	stay-at-home	parent
Q: In the mid-1970s, a majority of children grew up in a family with a stay-at-home parent. 
Today about 30 percent of children grow up in a family with a stay-at-home parent. Do you 
think this change has been very positive, somewhat positive, somewhat negative, or very 
negative for American society?
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Ideological differences are even more pronounced than gender ones on many of 
these same measures. As Table 2 shows, there is a 27-point gap between conser-
vatives and liberals on whether it is better for a family if the father works outside 
the home and the mother takes care of the children. And there is a 14-point gap 
between conservatives and liberals on the notion that it is harder for a working 
mother to establish as warm and secure a relationship with her children as one 
who does not work. 

Figure	9

Gender	gaps	still	persist	on	important	family	and	social	status	issues

54%
56%

52%
53%

68%

60%

48%

50%

It is harder for a mother who works outside the home to 
establish as warm and secure a relationship with her chil-
dren as a mother who does not work outside the home. 

All things considered, men continue to have it better in 
life than women do. 

Men resent women who have more power than they do. 

There are no longer any barriers to how far women can 
advance in the workplace. 

MenWomen
Disagree Agree

Table	2

Ideological	and	partisan	gaps	on	key	measures	(percent	total	agree)

Liberal Conservative Difference Democrat Republican Difference

The government should provide more funding for child care 
to support parents who work.

84 49 +35 84 46 +38

There would be fewer problems in the world if women  
had a more equal position in government and business. 

78 47 +31 75 44 +31

It is better for a family if the father works outside the home 
and the mother takes care of the children. 

41 68 -27 45 67 -22

It is harder for a mother who works outside the home to 
establish as warm and secure a relationship with her children 
as a mother who does not work outside the home. 

41 55 -14 41 54 -13

There are no longer any barriers to how far women can 
advance in the workplace.

48 61 -13 53 58 -5

All things considered, men continue to have it better in life  
than women do. 

53 42 +11 53 42 +11
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In contrast, there is an 11-point gap between lib-
erals and conservatives on the idea that men still 
have it better in life. Fifty-three percent of liber-
als believe this is the case but only 42 percent of 
conservatives agree with them. 

There is one final and somewhat counterintui-
tive difference between the sexes that is worth 
noting, given many stereotypes about the 
workplace. Figure 10 shows that only 29 per-
cent of men agree that female bosses are harder 
to work for than are male bosses, compared 
to 45 percent of women. The tension between 
female employees and their female bosses 
appears to be more concentrated among white-

collar workers and management professionals—49 percent of white-collar 
women and 47 of women professionals agree with this notion versus 38 percent 
of blue-collar women.

Behavior hasn’t caught up with attitudes

The attitudes we have documented so far paint a picture of a more consensual and 
mutually respectful relationship between men and women. Men and women both 
accept the increasing role of women in the economy and do not view this change 
as a threat to the status of either gender. They are negotiating more about the 
details of their lives and understand that women are still bearing a larger share of 
child care and elder care. Both sexes also believe that it is okay for women to earn 
more than men and to contribute more to household income. 

But we also find that the self-reported reality of men’s and women’s lives does not 
match the more progressive attitudes expressed in other areas of the study. Case 
in point: Figure 11 highlights a full 69 percent of women—including 64 percent of 
married women with kids and 86 percent of single women with kids—say they are 
mostly responsible for taking care of their children. In contrast, only 13 percent of 
men report a similar set-up. Forty-one percent of women also say that they are 
mostly responsible for taking care of their elderly parents compared to less than 
one-quarter of men who do so. 

Figure	10

Women	are	more	
skeptical	of	female	
bosses	than	are	men	
Q: Female bosses are harder to 
work for than are male bosses. 

Percent agreeing

Women Men

45%

29%
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Figure	11

Behavior	lagging	behind	attitudes—
women	still	bear	the	burden	of	kids	and	
elderly	parents;	men	still	bringing	home	
more	of	the	family	income
Q: In your household, who is mostly responsible for 
taking care of your children?

Women Men

Self OtherBothSpouse

69%
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43%

40%

4%
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25%
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Q: Personally speaking, who in your household has the 
most responsibility for caring for your elderly parents: 
you or your spouse or partner, or do both of you share 
that responsibility equally, or some other family member?

Percent responding "self"

Women

 Men 

Q: Are you the primary breadwinner in your household?

Percent responding "yes"

Women

 Men

Q: [IF MARRIED OR PARTNER] What share of your 
family’s income do YOU personally earn?

Percent responding "more than half or almost all"

Women

 Men

41%

23%

19%

40%

70%

65%

Even with these greater family 
responsibilities, women report greater 
difficulties than men in getting time 
off from work to care for their chil-
dren and elderly parents. Forty-two 
percent of women say they face dif-
ficulties getting time off to care for 
kids compared to 36 percent of men, 
and 27 percent of women find similar 
hurdles getting time to take care for 
parents compared to 18 percent of men 
(see Figure 12).

In terms of household earnings, 
70 percent of men overall say they 
are the primary breadwinners in their 
households compared to 40 percent of 
women overall. This broadly reflects 
the analysis in other parts of this 
report, which demonstrates that 
workplace practices and expectations 
among employers that men are the 
primary breadwinners in households 
result in workplace behaviors that are 
often detrimental to women. Even more 
striking, 65 percent of men report that 
they bring home more than half or 
almost all of their household income 
compared to only 19 percent of women. 
There are definite class differences 
in terms of the primary breadwinner 
status, with trends inverted for 
blue-collar and white-collar women: 
57 percent of blue-collar women say 
they are the primary breadwinners 
compared to 44 percent of women 
professionals. 
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Despite more enlightened attitudes and greater negotiations between the sexes, 
American women clearly have yet to reach parity with men on many in terms of 
household duties and earnings. 

Americans overwhelmingly want better balance between  
work and life

Americans understand that they are unlikely to return to the traditional arrange-
ments of an earlier generation given the changing nature of work and family, but 
they are not yet convinced that the modern workplace has adapted to the new real-
ity and the needs of modern families. 

For starters, both men and women desperately want changes to their work structures. 
Presented with a list of possible things that would need to change in order to improve 
work and family life, 54 percent of women and 49 percent of men say that more 
flexible work hours and schedules would be their top choice. This is well above other 
options, such as more paid time off, better child care options or longer school hours. 

In addition, we found broad and deep support among men and women for signifi-
cant changes in governmental and business policies to better address the needs 
of modern families. As Figure 13 highlights, 53 percent of Americans strongly 

agree (84 percent totally agree) 
with the statement “businesses 
that fail to adapt to the needs of 
modern families risk losing good 
workers.” Seventy-six percent of 
Americans agree that businesses 
should be required to provide 
paid family and medical leave, 
and 73 percent of Americans say 
businesses should provide their 
employees with more child care 
benefits. A similar proportion of 
Americans—74 percent—says 
that employers should be required 
to give workers more flexibility in 
their work schedules.

Figure	12

More	women	than	men	having	
trouble	getting	time	off	from	work	
Q: Has there ever been a time when you 
wanted to take time off from work to care for 
(your child/your elderly parent), but you were 
unable to do so?

Percent responding "yes"

Men

Women

To care for kids To care for parents

42%

36%

27%

18%
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With the exception of increased government funding for child care, support for 
new measures to improve work-life balance cuts across partisan and ideologi-
cal lines. For example, 73 percent of conservatives and 61 percent of Republicans 
agree with the statement that businesses should be required to provide paid fam-
ily and medical leave, with 88 percent of liberals and 90 percent of Democrats 
similarly agreeing. Likewise, more than 6 in 10 conservatives (64 percent) and 
Republicans (63 percent) agree that employers should be required to give workers 
more flexibility in the workplace, with agreement topping 80 percent among liber-
als and Democrats. 

Indeed, if there is one clear message emerging from this survey, it is that the lives 
of Americans have changed significantly in recent years, yet the parameters of 

Table	3

Men	and	women	overwhelmingly	want	more	workplace	flexibility	
Q: Which of these things, in particular, would need to change in order for working parents to 
balance evenly their job or business, their marriage, and their children?

Women Men

More flexible work hours/schedules 54 49

More paid time off 15 16

Better or more child care options 13 12

Longer school hours or school year 8 10

Figure	13

Public	strongly	supports	policy	changes	to	improve	work-life	balance

Businesses that fail to adapt to the needs  
of modern families risk losing good workers. 

Businesses should be required to provide paid family 
and medical leave for every worker that needs it. 

Employers should be required to give workers  
more flexibility in their work schedules. 

Businesses should provide their employees  
with more child care benefits. 

The government should provide more funding  
for child care to support parents who work. 

84%53%

76%53%

73%46%

74%40%

59%36%

Strongly agree Total agree
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their jobs have yet to change to meet new demands. Political and business lead-
ers who fail to take steps to address the needs of modern families risk losing good 
workers and the support of men and women who are riding the crest of major 
social change in America with little or no support. 

The battle of the sexes is over. A new era of negotiation between the sexes is upon 
us. It is time for our major government, business, and social institutions to enter 
the dialogue. 

Looking back at the descriptions of women in the 1963 
report issued by the Presidential Commission on the 
Status of Women, it is striking how much progress has 
been made in terms of the opportunities for women but 
also how difficult women’s lives continue to be even in 
this more enlightened age. The original report provided a 
fascinating portrait of the “two images” of women—one 
from the turn of the 20th century and another from the 
suburban perspective of the 1960s:  

• In terms of the home, the turn-of-the-previous-century 
woman lived within a more community-based environ-
ment and knew how to cook and bake, sew, garden, and 
be a home nurse and teacher in addition to raising chil-
dren. In terms of work, this early-20th-century woman 
had no bargaining power and faced low wages; and if she 
was an immigrant woman (and there were many), then 
she had to work on horrible terms with no labor laws to 
protect her or government social services to help her.

• The 1960s woman, in turn, had supermarkets and 
stores, a range of entertainment options, sports, arts, 
television, and time for volunteering and active work 
in the church or neighborhood. The typical woman 
got married young, had children, and then had many 
years to do something else after the children were 

grown. Many post-war women gave up their own 
educational opportunities to support their husbands 
on the GI Bill, who after completing college had a wide 
array of well-paying, full-time career options to choose 
from to support the family single-handedly.

Almost a half-century later, as women cross the threshold 
to comprise half of the American labor force, what can 
we say about the modern American woman? How do 
working women differ from nonworking women in their 
characteristics, attitudes, and experience of daily life? 
Who are the female primary breadwinners? Characteris-
tics of the respondents appear in Table 4.

Work status
• Fifty-seven percent of our female respondents are work-

ing or looking for work. Among those who are not work-
ing, nearly half are retired (48 percent), and just under 
one-third are keeping house or are full-time parents. 

• There were few differences across racial/ethnic catego-
ries by working status, except for Latina women, who 
are 17 percent of working women, versus 10 percent 
of nonworking women. Marital/partnership status is 
similar between nonworking and working women, with 
a slightly higher percentage of married or partnered 

Profile	of	the	modern	woman	
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women working (70 percent versus 64 percent non-
working). There is a larger disparity between education 
levels of working and nonworking women. 

• Just over half of the nonworking women have spouses 
or partners who work, and 46 percent have nonwork-
ing spouses/partners, attributed mostly to the fact that 
many of these couples are retired (38 percent of the 
spouses of nonworking women are retired). The vast 
majority (86 percent) of partnered working women have 
a spouse who also works. 

• Fifty-two percent of professional women are married or 
partnered to another professional.

• Three quarters of nonworking women in our survey 
have their own children under the age of 18, while only 
40 percent of working women do.

• Primary responsibility for taking care of children more 
often lies with nonworking women (83 percent versus 
63 percent). More spouses/partners of working women 
are sharing the responsibility for children, 31 percent 
versus 13 percent of nonworking women. 

Values
• Working women and nonworking women share similar 

values about their goals in life, as show in the table below. 

Women’s	values	by	working	status
Percent	very	important

Working Not	working All	women

Financial security 82.4 80.1 81.4

Self-sufficiency 86.0 84.5 85.4

Being married 48.4 59.9 53.3

Having children 63.2 70.6 66.3

Having a fulfilling job 75.3 68.4 72.4

• Although both working women and nonwork-
ing women value the importance of being married, 
working women are less likely to state that it is very 
important to them (48 percent) than are nonworking 
women (60 percent). 

Changes for women
• Eighty-four percent of working women believe the 

increase of women in the workforce over the past 
40 years has been positive, versus 74 percent of non-
working women, with the largest difference being in the 
extreme answer categories “very” positive. 

• Working women say they are less dependent than their 
mothers were on their spouses for financial security than 
nonworking women.

• Not surprisingly, nonworking women have more tra-
ditional attitudes about mothers working outside the 
home: 34 percent of nonworking women “strongly 
agree” that it is better for a family if the father works 
outside the home and the mother takes care of the chil-
dren versus 18 percent of working women. Responses 
are the same for “somewhat agree” to this statement. 

• While working women and nonworking women share 
similar positive opinions about advancements of women 
in the workplace, their attitudes differ somewhat about 
motherhood and working. Nonworking women are 
more likely to strongly agree that it is harder for a mother 
who works outside the home to establish as warm and 
secure a relationship with her children as a mother who 
does not work outside the home. They have somewhat 
more traditional aspirations for their daughters as well: 
63 percent of nonworking women ranked a “happy mar-
riage and children” as most important for a daughter of 
theirs, versus 50 percent of working women.

Profile	of	the	modern	woman	(continued)
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• Working and nonworking women share very similar 
opinions about the role of a romantic partner in their 
lives and they are equally happy in their marriages 
and partnerships.

• Both working and nonworking women agree that more 
flexible work schedules are needed to accommodate 
working families. 

Managing daily life 
• Although more women are working today, they do not 

differ from nonworking women in the frequency with 
which they need to coordinate their family’s schedules, 
duties, and responsibilities. While very few women dis-
agree with their spouses about coordinating their daily 
lives “all” or “most of the time,” twice as many nonwork-
ing women say this occurs all the time (11 percent) than 
women who work. 

• The vast majority of working women have had to rear-
range their work schedules in order to accommodate 
their family’s needs. 

• Sixty percent of working women have wanted to 
take time off of work to care for their children but 
have been unable to do so. Nearly two-thirds of these 
women consider themselves the primary caretaker of 
their children. Half of these women are in professional 
or managerial positions, versus 20 percent in blue-
collar or pink-collar jobs.

• Working women more often report that they experi-
ence stress in daily life. Nearly half of working women 
experience stress “frequently” and less than one-third 
of nonworking women experience stress “frequently.” 
Having kids under age 18 does not appear to affect the 
stress levels of working women. 

Breadwinners
• Forty-one percent of working women from our survey 

are the primary breadwinners in their households, com-
prising mostly single women: Less than 40 percent of 
female breadwinners are married or partnered. Among 
the female breadwinners, 62 percent of the married 
partners have a spouse or partner who works, versus 
77 percent of the women who are not breadwinners. 
Sixty percent of the female breadwinners in our survey 
are under 55 years old and are low or middle income: 
55 percent earn less than $40,000 per year.

• Seventy percent of the breadwinners do not have chil-
dren under 18 in the home. Yet they share characteristics 
with women who are not primary breadwinners. The 
distribution of education is similar, with slightly higher 
percentages of nonbreadwinners with college educa-
tions or more (44 percent of nonbreadwinners have 
college or more, versus 37 percent or more who don’t).

• Change in the share of women’s contribution to the fam-
ily income is similar across female breadwinner status, 
with about one-quarter experiencing a decrease in their 
contribution to family income in the last year and with 
about 45 percent maintaining the same family income. 

• Breadwinners coordinate with spouses and partners 
about their family activities and responsibilities at  
similar rates as nonbreadwinners, and they disagree  
at similar rates. 

• The experience of stress in daily life does not differ 
between women who are primary breadwinners and 
those who are not; nor does this vary between those 
with kids under 18 and those without.
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Table	4

Demographic	profile	of	women	today
Females	only N %

Age

18–29 248 14.3

30–44 431 24.9

45–64 684 39.4

65+ 354 20.4

Total 1716 100.0

Income

Less than $40K 623 40.8

$40–60K 312 20.4

$60–100K 314 20.5

$100K+ 279 18.3

Total 1,528 100.0

Education

Less than high school 140 8.1

High school grad—includes tech 475 27.5

Some college 406 23.5

College graduate 417 24.1

More than college 292 16.9

Total 1,730 100.0

College

Less than college 1,022 59.0

College+ 709 41.0

Total 1,730 100.0

Political ideology

Liberal 526 31.4

Moderate 450 26.9

Conservative 639 38.2

Don’t think that way 60 3.6

Total 1,674 100.0

Political affiliation

Democrat 743 43.5

Independent 376 22.0

Republican 404 23.6

Don’t think that way 50 2.9

Something else 135 7.9

Total 1,708 100.0

Work status

Working 907 52.4

Not working 825 47.6

Total 1,732 100.0

Females	only N %

Marital Status

Married/partnered 1,177 67.9

Single 557 32.1

Total 1,734 100.0

Children

Yes 1,407 81.0

No 330 19.0

Total 1,737 100.0

Children (under 13) in supervised care

One 90 20.5

Two 71 16.2

Three 16 3.7

More than three 4 0.9

None 257 58.6

Total 438 100.0

Could not take time off work to care for family (ever)

Yes 140 42.3

No 191 57.7

Total 331 100.0

Rearranged work schedule to accommodate family (ever)

Yes 293 88.3

No 39 11.7

Total 331 100.0

Spouse/partner rearranged work to accommodate family (ever)

Yes 319 83.9

No 60 15.8

Total 380 100.0

Elderly parents

Yes 865 49.7

No 866 49.8

Total 1,731 100.0

Most responsibility for caring for your elderly parents

You/respondent 357 41.2

Spouse/partner 16 1.9

Both equally 134 15.6

Some other family member 147 17.0

No need/they are independent 192 22.2

Other 14 1.6

Total 861 100.0
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Females	only N %

Ever a time wanted time off work to care for elderly parents, but unable

Yes 134 26.9

No 359 72.3

Total 493 100.0

Frequency of coordination of family responsibilities with spouse

Every day 159 35.0

2–3 times a week 126 27.8

Once a week 72 15.7

Every other week 15 3.3

Less often 49 10.7

Never 33 7.2

Total 453 100.0

Frequency of disagreement over family coordination

All the time 29 6.9

Most of the time 26 6.3

Some of the time 194 46.1

None of the time 168 40.0

Total 417 100.0

Which, in particular, would need to change for working parents to 
balance work and family

Longer school hours or longer school year 132 7.6

More flexible work hours/schedules 937 53.9

More paid time off 266 15.3

Better and/or more day-care options 228 13.1

Total 1563 100.0

In general, how often do you experience stress in your daily life

Never 73 4.2

Rarely 297 17.1

Sometimes 675 38.8

Frequently 690 39.6

Total 1,735 100.0

Are you the primary breadwinner in your household

Yes 695 40.0

No 999 57.6

Total 1,694 100.0

Females	only N %

What share of your family’s income do you personally earn

Almost all or all 99 8.4

More than half 126 10.7

About half 322 27.4

Less than half 398 33.8

None or almost none 197 16.8

Total 1,142 100.0

Change in share of contribution to the family income over the past year

Increased 320 27.2

Decreased 298 25.3

Stayed the same 534 45.4

Total 1,152 100.0

Total family income

Less than $10,000 87 5.0

$10,000 to $19,999 181 10.4

$20,000 to $29,999 147 8.5

$30,000 to $39,999 209 12.0

$40,000 to $49,999 167 9.6

$50,000 to $59,999 145 8.3

$60,000 to $74,999 139 8.0

$75,000 to $100,000 174 10.0

More than $100,000 279 16.1

Total 1528 100.0

One or more child in supervised care

Yes 181 41.3

No 257 58.7

Total 438 100.0
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We women have been having conversations since the birth of this nation. We 
know when it’s time for a conversation to begin. Expressing ourselves as women, 
expressing ourselves as people of success and power and influence, it reminds me 
of a convention held in Akron, Ohio in 1852, where Sojourner Truth, a former slave 
whom I consider one of my great mentors, gathered together suffragettes asking, 
pleading, and fighting for the right to vote. Sojourner Truth, a proud, six-foot-tall 
Amazon-like figure, walked up to the podium and said:

Well, children, where there is so much racket, there must be something out of 
kilter. I think that ’twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, 
all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all 
this here talking about? If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to 
turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to 
turn it back, and get it right-side up again!

Those are the words of Sojourner Truth, who believed that without media, without 
mass marketing, without any social programs, women joined together had the 
possibility of turning the world right-side up.

Now, in 2009, there’s so much racket again. Today, it’s about women becoming half 
of all the American workers, about making more money than men, about what 
men think about this, and about what our families, our government, and our poli-
ticians, bosses, clergy, and aging parents are going to do. Men and women, families 

Epilogue

By Oprah Winfrey
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of all kinds, are negotiating about household responsibilities, child care, work, and 
sex. There’s a lot of noise going on in this country and in this report about what it 
means to live in a woman’s nation.

It seems to me it’s an important conversation to have. Are our political, govern-
ment, faith, and media leaders out of touch with the realities of how most fami-
lies live and work today, just like they were out of touch in the day of Soujourner 
Truth? Some might say our nation has now been turned right-side up, but no one 
seems to recognize this outside of the families living and working every day. There 
is something a-kilter.

Where do we go from here? One thing is for sure: Women have a new kind of 
power in the workplace, in the marketplace, in the boardroom, and in the bedroom. 
Women have as many definitions of power as there are women to use it.

Forget the idea that being powerful is about how rich or important you are, or 
whether or not you get your own coffee in the morning. What I find powerful is 
a person with grace, with courage, with the confidence to be her own self and to 
make things happen. We have earned the right to celebrate the kind of power that 
isn’t about landing the corner office, but about stoking an internal fire. 

For me, there is no real power without spiritual power. A power that comes from 
the core of who you are and reflects all that you were meant to be. A power that’s 
connected to the source of things. When you see this kind of power shining through 
someone in all its truth and certainty, it’s irresistible, inspiring, elevating. I can 
feel it in myself sometimes, mostly when I’m sharing an insight that I know will 
have an impact on someone’s life and I can see that they “get it.” I get real joy from 
helping other people experience those “aha” moments. That is where my power lies.  

We have earned the right to celebrate the  
kind of power that isn’t about landing the  

corner office, but about stoking an internal fire. 
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“When we align our thoughts, emotions, and actions with the highest part of our-
selves, we are filled with enthusiasm, purpose, and meaning,” writes Gary Zukav 
in his best-selling book The Seat of the Soul. “When the personality comes fully to 
serve the energy of its soul, that is authentic empowerment.”

Fulfilling your purpose with meaning is what gives you that electrifying “juice” 
and makes people stand in wonder at how you do it. The secret is alignment: when 
you know for sure that you’re on course and doing exactly what you’re supposed 
to be doing, fulfilling your soul’s intention, your heart’s desire, or whatever you 
choose to call it (they’re all the same thing). When your life is on course with its 
purpose, you are your most powerful. And you may stumble, but you will not fall.

I know for sure that in every challenging experience there’s an opportunity to grow, 
enhance your life, or learn something invaluable about yourself. Every challenge 
can make you stronger if you allow it. Strength multiplied equals power. 

We have the power as women, as families, as a nation to rise to the challenges 
of our time. To hear each other out. To talk it out. To let the conversation begin. 
Together, we ought to be able to “turn it back, and get it right-side up again!”
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• For the first time in our nation’s history, half of all U.S. workers are women.

• Mothers are the primary breadwinner or co-breadwinner in two-thirds of American families.

• The battle of the sexes is over. Now it's negotiations between the sexes—about work, family, 
household responsibilities, child care, and elder care.

• Compared to their fathers, 70 percent of men today are more comfortable having women 
work outside the home, and three-quarters of Americans view the rise of women in the 
workplace as a positive development for society. 

• Government, media, and business have failed to adapt to how families live and work today.  

• With the shift of women into the workplace, men now agree with women that government 
and business need to provide flexible work schedules, better child care, family and medical 
leave, and equal pay. 

• Over 80 percent of men and women agree—businesses that fail to adapt to the needs of 
modern families risk losing good workers.  

• Having religious faith is important to most Americans today, yet faith-based institutions 
have not kept up with the needs of the modern family.

• Women are more likely than men to graduate from college, yet they earn less than men and 
continue to be less likely to be in leadership positions in corporate America.

• Some researchers report that a wife feels more sexually attracted to a husband who pitches 
in around the house, and one of the biggest predictors of a husband’s marital satisfaction is 
how often he has sex. 


