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INTRODUCTION
The gender wage gap, the disparity in pay between men and 

women, has narrowed to 81 cents in 2016 from 57 cents on the 

dollar in 1975.1 Nevertheless, the gap persists. Over the course 

of a career, the gender wage gap results in women earning $1 

million less than men do.2 

To close this gap, women have relied primarily on the 

advantages conferred by education. Today, women are 

enrolling in college in greater numbers than men, breaking 

through barriers to pursue degrees in male-dominated majors 

that offer higher earnings, as well as graduating in greater 

numbers at all levels of education. In the 1970s, the number of 

associate’s degrees awarded to women began outnumbering 

those awarded to men. In the 1980s, the number of bachelor’s 

degrees and master’s degrees awarded to women overtook 

the number awarded to men. By the 2000s, more women 

completed doctoral degrees than men.3

1.	 The median annual earnings for men are $51,600, about $10,000 more than women’s median annual earnings of 
$41,600, according to 2016 US Census Bureau statistics; DeNavas-Walt and Proctor, “Income and Poverty in the 
United States,” 2016.

2.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, 
American Community Survey, 2002-2016. 

3.	 National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2014-2015.
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Even though women outperform men in educational attainment, they still earn just 81 cents for every dollar 
earned by men. Women with the same college majors working in the same careers as men still only earn 92 
cents for every dollar earned by men.4 A complex set of reasons has kept this wage disparity in place.5 At its 
heart is discrimination in pay for people with the same sets of qualifications and experience. When it comes 
to career outcomes, women simply can’t win. Here’s why: 

Choice of field of study. More women than ever are majoring in fields traditionally dominated by 
men. For example, 17 percent of workers in the field of engineering are women today, compared 
to 1 percent in 1970. But women are still disproportionately concentrated in the lowest-earning 
fields. For example, 76 percent of workers in the education field are women today, compared to 
75 percent in 1970.6 

Choice of majors within fields of study. Even when they study high-paying fields, women are 
still more likely to choose the least lucrative majors within those fields compared to men. For 
example, 32 percent of environmental engineering majors, the lowest-paying engineering major, 
are women, whereas among petroleum engineers, the highest-paying engineering major, only 17 
percent are women.

Choice of occupation. Within high-paying career fields, women generally are less likely to work 
in the highest-paying occupations compared to men. For example, only 27 percent of chief 
executive officers, 44 percent of lawyers, and 43 percent of physicians and surgeons are women. 
In comparison, 59 percent of market research analysts and marketing specialists, 85 percent of 
paralegals and legal assistants, and 89 percent of registered nurses are women.7  

Discrimination. Even when they do everything “right”—choose a high-paying field of study, 
pursue a high-paying major within that field, and get a job in a high-paying occupation—women 
still get paid less than their male peers. If a man and woman who are equally qualified get the 
same job, the woman still only earns 92 cents for every dollar the man is paid—more than 81 
cents, to be sure, but a far cry from earnings equality.8

The traditional answer for women to overcome the gender wage gap has been and continues to be more 
education, a strategy that women have widely embraced. The share of bachelor’s degrees earned by women 
has increased from 43 percent in 1970 to 57 percent in 2015.9

As women outperform men in college, some of the patriarchy of the job market is being wiped away. 
Nevertheless, the gender wage gap is still far from closed. In the workplace, women are forced to play by a 
different set of rules than men.

4.	 Blau and Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap,” 2007.
5.	 DeNavas-Walt and Proctor, “Income and Poverty in the United States,” 2016. 
6.	 Statistics referring to women’s share of majors refer to prime-age workers between the ages of 25 and 54. Unless otherwise noted, 

in this report, the discussion of majors refers to either bachelor’s degree holders or graduate degree holders’ BA-level major. 
7.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, American 

Community Survey, 2016.
8.	 The 81 cents on the dollar statistic is based on the traditional definition of the gender wage gap. However, controlling for 

educational attainment, choice of major, and job tenure narrows the gender wage gap to 92 cents on the dollar for equivalently 
educated and experienced women. 

9.	 National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics tables, 2015.
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The share of bachelor’s degrees earned 
by women has increased from 43 

percent in 1970 to 57 percent in 2015.
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Rule 01 Get one more degree in order to have the 
same earnings as a man. 

Rule 02 Pick majors that pay well, as major choice 
largely determines earnings. 

Women majoring in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) fields 
earn $840,000 more from the base year to retirement than women who major in the 
liberal arts, regardless of the occupations they choose.11 Occupations predict wages, 
but major choice determines the occupations that women can access.

A woman with a bachelor’s degree earns $61,000 per year on average, roughly equivalent to that of a man 
with an associate’s degree. The same rule holds true for women with master’s degrees compared to men 
with bachelor’s degrees and for each successive level of educational attainment.10 Over a lifetime, women 
with bachelor’s degrees in business earn $1.1 million less than men with bachelor’s degrees in business. In 
fact, men earn more than women within every industry.

A graduate degree in any discipline is important for earning high wages, but it is essential 
for female liberal arts majors. On average, women with graduate degrees in the liberal 
arts earn the same as men with a bachelor’s degree in most other disciplines.12

Rule 03 If you major in liberal arts, get a graduate degree  
to attain middle class earnings. 

THERE ARE SIX RULES OF 				     
THE GAME FOR WOMEN.

10.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, Current Population 
Survey, March supplement, 2017. According to the 2015 Digest of Education Statistics from the NCES, on average, women with a 
doctoral degree earn $80,500 per year, almost equivalent to that of men with a master’s degree, $84,800.

11.	 The difference is based on annual average wage of female workers with a bachelor’s degree in architecture and engineering as 
their highest level of educational attainment relative to female workers with a bachelor’s degree in humanities and liberal arts 
extended over a 40-year career; Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from US Census 
Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016.

12.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2012-2016 pooled data.
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THERE ARE SIX RULES OF 				     
THE GAME FOR WOMEN.

10.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, Current Population 
Survey, March supplement, 2017. According to the 2015 Digest of Education Statistics from the NCES, on average, women with a 
doctoral degree earn $80,500 per year, almost equivalent to that of men with a master’s degree, $84,800.

11.	 The difference is based on annual average wage of female workers with a bachelor’s degree in architecture and engineering as 
their highest level of educational attainment relative to female workers with a bachelor’s degree in humanities and liberal arts 
extended over a 40-year career; Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from US Census 
Bureau, American Community Survey, 2016.

12.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2012-2016 pooled data.

Rule 04 Negotiate your first paycheck well, as it will impact 
your lifetime earnings. The gender wage gap 
increases with age, peaking by the early 50s.

Not only do women start off at lower salaries, but the rate of increase in pay is also lower over 
time. By his early 50s, the average man with a bachelor’s degree earns $34,000 more annually than 
a similarly educated woman. A man with a bachelor’s degree will see his annual earnings increase 
by 87 percent over his career, but a woman with a bachelor’s degree will only receive a 51 percent 
increase in her annual earnings over her career.

Rule 06 If you don’t pursue a BA, consider getting 
an industry-based certification.

Few jobs that pay a living wage remain for women with industry-based certifications 
and licenses as their highest level of education. Nevertheless, women with business 
certifications as their highest credential attained after high school tend to have higher 
wages compared to those with a high school diploma as their highest credential.

Rule 05 Be careful with postsecondary vocational 
certificates because they have limited labor 
market value for women.

Women do not get traction in the labor force until they get at least an associate’s or 
a bachelor’s degree. Certificates are not enough; there are few jobs that pay a living 
wage for women whose highest academic credential is a certificate.13

AA

13. 	Glasmeier and Arete, “Living Wage Calculator,” 2015. The living wage is defined as the wage needed to cover basic family 
expenses, plus all relevant taxes.	

Certification
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EDUCATION, 
OCCUPATIONS, 
AND MAJORS
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Women have used education as their primary strategy for 
achieving economic progress.

The educational gains of women in the past four decades have been remarkable. Following political and 
economic developments such as the Civil Rights Act and the Equal Pay Act, women’s participation in the 
labor force has soared relative to that of men. Women now outnumber men on every rung of the higher 
education ladder (Figure 1). In 1964, only about 39 percent of students enrolled in colleges were women.14 
Today, that figure stands at 57 percent.15 

Roughly 3 million more women are currently enrolled in postsecondary education than men.16 Among first-
time students, women’s enrollment is 16 percent greater than men’s.17 Additionally, 61 percent of associate’s 
degrees, 60 percent of master’s degrees, and 57 percent of bachelor’s degrees are awarded to women.18 

14.	 National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics tables, 2015.
15.	 Ibid.
16.	 Ibid.
17.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the National Center for Education 

Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2015.
18.	 National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics tables, 2015.
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Figure 1. Female graduates now outnumber male graduates at every level of 
postsecondary education, including doctoral degrees.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of 
Education, Digest of Education Statistics, 2015.
Note: Years noted are when women overtook men in the number of awards at each degree level.
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While these gains have greatly expanded job market opportunities for women, discriminatory hurdles have 
not budged as easily. The deep-rooted societal beliefs about differences in competencies between the sexes 
continue to impact labor market outcomes for many women.

A familiar response to concerns about the 19-cent gender wage gap is that it is just a consequence of the 
choices women make. Women choose their majors in college, they choose occupations and industries in 
which to work, and they choose the number of hours they work. 

When viewed through these lenses of personal preference, the gender wage gap easily can be dismissed simply 
as a matter of differences in choices that men and women make. However, research shows that the truth is 
more complicated than that.19 Efforts to understand why the wage gap continues to exist have found that gains 
in educational attainment by women have reduced the gender wage gap by almost 7 percent (Figure 2).20 

Elementary and middle school teachers, registered nurses, secretaries, and administrative assistants are 
among the most common occupations for women employed full-time. Software developers, truck drivers, 
managers, and supervisors of retail workers are among the most common occupations for men working full 
time. The decisions by men and women to work in specific occupations—when combined with the industries 
men and women work in—account for almost half of the gender wage gap. Work experience, union status, 
and race account for 17 percent of the gap.21

Of the current 19-cent gender wage gap, 41 percent (or about 8 cents) remains unexplained. In other 
words, 41 percent of the difference in pay between men and women has no obvious measurable rationale. 
The generally accepted interpretation is that this unexplained portion of the gender wage gap captures 
discrimination that women experience in the workplace, whether outright sexism or unconscious, systemic, 
and socially entrenched prejudice. 

19.	 Carnevale and Smith. “Gender Discrimination Is at the Heart of the Wage Gap,” 2014.
20.	Blau and Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap,” 2007.
21.	 Ibid.

Source: Blau and Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap,” 2007.

Figure 2. Educational gains have narrowed the wage gap between men and 
women by 7 percent.

Educational 
attainment -7%

Race 2% Labor force experience 11% Occupational category 27%

Union status 4% Industry category 22% Unexplained 41%

Factors explaining gender wage gap
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201620112006200119961991198619811976

Figure 3. Except for graduate degree holders, the gender wage gap has declined across 
education levels since 1976.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, 
Current Population Survey, March supplement, 1975–2016.
Note: In 1996, the upper boundary on earnings in the CPS March supplement increased from $199,998 to $999,999. As 
a result, larger disparities in earnings are captured in 1996 and beyond. That is, earnings did not increase dramatically. 
Instead, higher values were reported at the top of the distribution.

Women’s earnings lag their extraordinary educational progress.

The gender wage gap declined substantially from the late 1970s to the early 1990s, after which the 
convergence slowed. However, in recent years there has been some progress. For example, among 
bachelor’s degree holders, the difference between men’s and women’s earnings declined by more than 30 
percent between 2002 and 2014, but has started growing again since then (Figure 3).

Many standard analyses tend to highlight the achievement of women by showing the growth in women’s earnings 
over time. If the achievements of women are examined over time in isolation, then the story is a very positive one 
of struggle and ever greater accomplishment. However, this type of analysis has inherent biases. Such an approach 
holds the implicit assumption that the labor market is inherently sex-segregated by skill, education, tenure, and 
other given factors. It creates an artificial division between men and women, where the earnings achievements of 
women count separately from the earnings achievements of men. Today, many women and men compete for the 
same jobs, particularly white-collar jobs. Furthermore, men and women compete for these jobs primarily based on 
education and experience. Yet, women’s earnings still lag those of men at every education level, even within the 
same majors and controlling for full-time, full-year employment (Figure 4).

Gender gap in mean earnings, 1976-2016 (2016$) 



12

W
o

m
en

 C
an

’t W
in

 
Even when women are engaged in the same high-paying careers as men, the wage gap is still evident. The 
fact that the gap remains demonstrates that lingering historical and cultural biases still exist. For example, 
more than 73 percent of CEOs are men,22 and they tend to promote other men. Some of the gap can be 
explained by the more limited hours that women tend to work: women hold nearly two out of every three 
part-time jobs, and women average 37 hours of work per week compared to 40 hours per week for men.23

The persistent gender wage gap is a glaring example of a type of inequality in the United States that has had a 
disproportionately negative impact on women. Since the late 1970s, the distribution of earnings has been growing 
more unequal. The unadjusted mean earnings for all prime-age workers stands at about $54,000. When controlled 
for full-time, full-year workers only, the mean earnings are just over $62,000. Thirteen percent of Americans earn 
less than $20,000 per year and nearly half of them are women (Figure 5). By contrast, 12 percent of Americans 
make more than $100,000 per year, but only 27 percent of them are women. One concern is that women do not 
make up a larger proportion of high earners even after having attained an increasingly larger share of the nation’s 
college degrees. Even when controlling for education, the inequality deepens.

Of employed Americans with at most a high school diploma earning less than $25,000 per year, 52 percent 
are women (Figure 6). Even after earning an associate’s degree, women make up 69 percent of workers with 
this educational attainment who earn below $25,000 per year. Among employed Americans with a graduate 
degree earning more than $100,000 per year, only 33 percent are women. 

22.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2016.
23.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, Current 

Population Survey, March supplement, 2017.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, 
Current Population Survey, March supplement, 2017 and Survey of Income Program Participation, 2009.
* Earnings for certificate holders are median values from Survey of Income Program Participation, 2009, converted to 
2016 dollars.

Figure 4. Men’s earnings are higher than women’s at every level of educational attainment. 

Less than HS

HS diploma

Certificates*

Some college

AA

BA

MA+
$121,000

$83,000
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$61,000

$59,000
$43,000

$56,000
$41,000

$48,000
$30,000

$47,000
$33,000

$37,000
$27,000

WomenMen

Mean annual earnings, 2017 
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52% 48%

52% 48%

61% 39%

73% 27%

Share of workers who are women Share of workforceShare of workers who are men

Less than $20,000

$20,000-$49,999

$50,000- $99,999

$100,000 or more
12%

31%

43%

13%

Figure 5. Women are less likely to be working in high-paying jobs and disproportionately 
found in low-paying jobs, even when accounting for full-time, full-year employment.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey data, 
2012–2016 pooled.

Earnings greater than $100,000Earnings below $25,000

Master’s degree
or higher

Bachelor’s degreeAssociate’s degreeSome college,
no degree
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or less

5
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6
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%

$
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0

Figure 6. Regardless of education level, Americans earning below $25,000 per year are 
more likely to be women.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey data, 
2012–2016 pooled.
Note: The wage categories used in this table are for all prime-age (25–54) workers (full-time and part-time).

Share of workers who are women 
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US female labor force participation lags many OECD countries 
that have more generous support for working mothers. 

The United States trails many of its Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) peers 
in terms of women’s participation in the labor force. In 2015, the US labor force participation rate was 67 
percent, coming in just below the OECD average of 68 percent (Figure 7). The US ranks 18th out of the 32 
nations measured on the list, which is led by New Zealand, Belgium, and Luxembourg. The female labor force 
participation rate in the United States has been slowly declining since 2000, when it was 71 percent. 

The explanations for the disparity in labor force participation between the US and other OECD countries 
vary, but primarily depend on changing attitudes toward mothers at work and the greater level of support 
for mothers generally provided in many OECD countries. For example, French mothers get a full 16 weeks of 
paid leave for their first and second child, and 26 weeks of paid leave for a third child. They also have access 
to an income-based government subsidy that can be used toward child care or nanny services. Working 
mothers can take their children to very affordable income-based nationally regulated daycare centers from 
the time children are about six weeks old. Toddlers also get three free years of preschool and one free year of 
kindergarten.

By comparison, US federal law mandates a minimum of 12 weeks unpaid leave only to mothers tending to a 
newborn or a newly-adopted child. The US has one of the shortest federally mandated maternity leaves in 
the industrialized world and has not passed laws requiring businesses to offer paid maternity leave to their 
employees. These US policies have a far-reaching impact. American women must often sacrifice high-wage 
jobs that offer employee-based healthcare, benefits, and vacation time for time spent with children and the 
opportunity for more flexible work hours. Child care costs also have soared—a sick child can mean lost wages 
for workers with no sick days. With these types of alternatives, it is not surprising that labor force participation 
for US women continues to trail other OECD countries. 

American women also lag their OECD peers in closing the gender wage gap. On average, full-time and self-
employed women in the US made 82 percent as much as their male colleagues in 2015, a ratio which has 
hardly changed in the past 10 years. This 82 percent puts the United States below the OECD average of 85 
percent and in 23rd place out of 32 countries (Figure 8). Again, New Zealand, Belgium, and Luxembourg lead 
the way, with women in those countries making 94 percent as much as their male colleagues.
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Figure 7. Female labor force participation rates (ages 15–64) are higher in many OECD 
countries than in the United States. 

Source: Labor Force participation rate (indicator), OECD, 2015.
Note: The vertical line represents the rate of the United States.
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Source: OECD, Gender wage gap (indicator), 2015. Data refer to full-time employees and to self-employed, gross 
earnings, decile ratios. 
Note: The vertical line represents the gender wage gap in the United States.

 Figure 8. The United States trails many of its OECD peers in closing the wage gap.
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The gender wage gap for college graduates increases with age, 
peaking in their early 50s.

Among bachelor’s degree holders in their peak earning years (50–54), women earn $34,000 less per year 
than men (Figure 9). Over a career, the gender wage gap for workers with bachelor’s degrees adds up to more 
than $1 million.24 For graduate degree holders, the lifetime earnings differential between men and women is 
more than $1.6 million.25

The wage gap persists even for women who get more education than men do, even before their careers are 
interrupted by parenthood. When the career starting gun fires, men take a quick lead and never look back. 
Women tend to keep within striking distance on earnings until they are in their mid-30s, then begin to fall back. 

24.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, American 
Community Survey, 2012–2016. 

25.	 Ibid.
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Figure 9. The gender wage gap for college graduates peaks at age 50–54.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 
2012–2016 pooled data.
Note: The earnings for all years were inflation-adjusted to 2016 dollars for consistent comparison. The legend labels “BA” 
and “MA+” represent bachelor’s degrees and master’s degrees and above, respectively.
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Men continue pulling farther ahead so that by the peak earning years, in their early 50s, the wage disparity 
between the sexes is at its highest.26 Women entering high-wage occupations still earn less than men do.

Wage equality is not simply a matter of ensuring that women go into the highest-paying professions. They 
have already done that. Women have increasingly taken up a diverse array of professional careers. For 
example, in 1985, women composed just 18 percent of people working in law, 21 percent of chemists, and 11 
percent of architects.27 By 2016, women’s share of employment in each of these select occupations increased 
substantially to 56 percent, 44 percent, and 29 percent, respectively.28 Similar trends occurred in other 
traditionally male occupations such as engineer, economist, and purchasing manager. Still, 27 percent of 
the differences in earnings between men and women are due to occupational choices.29 And, in every major 
occupational group, men earn more than women (Table 1).

Table 1. Men consistently earn more than women in every major occupational group.

Major occupational group Women’s share of 
employment

Women’s earnings as a 
percentage of men’s earnings

Healthcare support 88% 79%

Healthcare professional and technical 74% 61%

Education 70% 81%

Sales and office support 57% 65%

Social science 52% 92%

Community services and arts 49% 82%

Managerial and professional office 44% 74%

Food and personal services 40% 65%

STEM 24% 80%

Blue collar 12% 70%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, Current 
Population Survey data, 2017.

Part of the answer to the persistent gender wage gap is that, even when women enter higher-paying fields, 
they are more likely to gravitate toward lower-paying occupations compared to men. Take law, for instance: 
female lawyers earn more than twice as much ($126,000) as paralegals and legal assistants ($52,000), but 
women nevertheless compose a much larger share of paralegals and legal assistants. They make up 85 
percent of paralegals and legal assistants and only 44 percent of lawyers.30

Similarly, in medicine, women have much higher representation in lower-paying fields. A female physician 
or surgeon can expect to make $182,000 annually, but only 43 percent of physicians and surgeons are 
women. A dietician or nutritionist can expect to make $48,000 per year, and 90 percent of them are women. 
The theme carries over into engineering. On average, the highest-paying engineering field for women is 
petroleum engineering, with average earnings of $142,000 per year. However, only about 20 percent of 
petroleum engineers are women. One of the lowest-paying engineering occupations is environmental 
engineer, in which women earn $77,000 annually. It also has the largest share of women of any occupation in 
engineering; women compose 33 percent of environmental engineers.31

26.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current 
Population Survey, 2017.

27.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current 
Population Survey, 1985.

28.	Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Census Bureau, American 
Community Survey, 2016.

29.	 Blau and Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap,” 2007.
30.	Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2016.
31.	 Ibid.
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Women disproportionately gravitate to college majors and jobs that 
emphasize service to others and are undervalued in labor markets.

In ever greater numbers, women are entering high-paying majors long dominated by men. Women now 
make up nearly half of business majors and nearly two-fifths of majors in the physical sciences (Figure 10). 
However, simply making inroads into those majors is not leveling the playing field. The specific majors that 
women choose are still largely traditional, defined by such interests and values as nurturing, caregiving, and 
social human interaction. Women dominate two of the lowest-paying majors, education and psychology. 
Among education majors, 76 percent are women today, compared to 75 percent in 1970. Also, 72 percent of 
psychology majors are women today, compared to 44 percent in 1970.32

Women’s majors have contributed to the occupational segregation that heavily influences their low earnings 
relative to men. Women are increasingly majoring in areas that seem to promise higher earnings, but it will 
take time for them to make significant inroads in employment within high-paying and previously male-
dominated occupations. Women continue to be underrepresented in engineering, one of the top paying 
fields, although the share of female engineers grew from 1 percent in 1970 to 17 percent in 2016. 

32.	 The career pathways of today’s psychology majors differ from those of psychology majors in 1970. In 1970, a bachelor’s degree 
was sufficient to become a private practitioner, whereas currently becoming a licensed private practitioner requires at least a 
master’s degree. Many students who major in psychology at the bachelor’s degree level go into careers in other fields, such as 
marketing and early childhood education.

Figure 10. While women have made significant strides in pursuing traditionally male-
dominated majors, many major choices remain highly segregated.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey 
data, 2016, and Decennial Census data, 1970.
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The most popular majors pursued by women who graduate with bachelor’s degrees today are in healthcare, 
business, psychology, social sciences, history, and education.33 In 1970, 77 percent of health professions 
graduates at the baccalaureate level were women. By 2016, that number increased to 81 percent. In 
communications, the proportion of women increased from 35 percent to 59 percent, and in psychology 
from 44 percent to 72 percent (Figure 10). These data demonstrate that, in the past as well as in the present, 
women tend to major in disciplines that involve nurturing, caregiving, and community service, occupations 
that generally are considered people-oriented.

The significant increase in participation in higher education by women over the past few decades explains 
some of this increase in the number of female graduates. Also, more women are studying in traditionally 
male-dominated areas. 

In 1970, about 9 percent of workers graduating from business programs were women. By 2016, 46 percent 
were women. During the same period, the percentage of women who majored in physical sciences increased 
from 14 percent to 38 percent (Figure 10). So, there has been some movement of women into these more-
lucrative careers. 

Societal attitudes on gender roles have shifted, leading to changes in occupations that women select. In 1977, 
74 percent of working men and 52 percent of working women agreed that men should be breadwinners 
and women should stay at home. By 1997, those shares had declined to 42 percent of working men and 40 
percent of working women.34 Factors such as easier access to birth control and early fertility have helped 
women to make career decisions that in turn have contributed to narrowing the gender wage gap.35

Though greater numbers of women graduate from college than men, and women have penetrated many 
traditionally male-dominated majors, segregation in majors is still very much a characteristic of enrollment 
and graduation patterns.

33.	 US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education tables, 2015.
34.	 Bradbury and Katz, “Women’s Rise,” 2005.
35.	 Bailey, et al., “The Opt-in Revolution?,” 2012.
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The gender wage gap is largest in the highest-paying fields. 

Male-dominated fields tend to provide higher earnings across the board. Architecture, engineering, 
computers, statistics, and mathematics are among the majors that lead to the highest-paying careers, but less 
than a quarter of college graduates in these fields are women. Education, psychology, and social work, by 
contrast, have some of the lowest earnings across the board, and all are fields in which more than 70 percent 
of workers are women. 

Nevertheless, in all fields, whether they are sex-segregated or integrated, men with bachelor’s degrees 
consistently earn more than women with bachelor’s degrees (Table 2).

Table 2. Male-dominated science and math college majors have the largest gender wage gaps.

Majors Share female 
prime-age 

workers 

Mean 
earnings 
(women)

Mean 
earnings 

(men)

Earnings 
Premium 
for men

Both sexes 
fairly equally 
represented

Biology and life science 54% $59,000 $73,000 24%

Humanities and liberal arts 54% $58,000 $74,000 28%

Business 47% $68,000 $95,000 40% 

Male-
dominated

Architecture and engineering 17% $79,000 $97,000 23%

Agriculture and natural resources 34% $54,000 $65,000 20%

Computers, statistics, and 
mathematics

24% $77,000 $96,000 25%

Industrial arts, consumer services, 
and recreation

44% $51,000 $73,000 43%

Law and public policy 41% $52,000 $71,000 37%

Physical sciences 41% $63,000 $85,000 35%

Social science 45% $66,000 $93,000 41%

Female-
dominated

Arts 55% $53,000 $66,000 25%

Communications and journalism 56% $66,000 $78,000 18%

Education 76% $45,000 $58,000 29%

Health 83% $65,000 $76,000 17%

Psychology and social work 73% $51,000 $70,000 37%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2016.

We see a similar gender wage gap by major for men and women with the same educational attainment level. 
For example, among bachelor’s degree holders, the largest gender wage gaps are between men and women 
who majored in social science and business. Over a lifetime, women with bachelor’s degrees in social science 
or business earn more than $1 million less than men who major in those fields. Among business majors who 
go on to earn graduate degrees, women earn $1.6 million less than men over the course of their careers. 
Similarly, among law and public policy majors who go on to earn graduate degrees, women earn more than 
$1 million less than men (Figure 11).36

Among graduate degree holders, social science majors have the largest gender wage gap ($1,810,000) and 
arts majors have the smallest ($570,000).

36.	 The American Community Survey dataset provides detailed information on the field of study for bachelor’s degrees but not the 
field of study for graduate degrees. As a result, we know that a person in the survey would have attained a graduate degree as 
their highest credential, but we do not know the field of that person’s graduate degree. 
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Figure 11. The lifetime gender wage gap is largest for social science majors: $1.8 million for 
graduate degree holders and $1.1 million for bachelor’s degree holders. 

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of US Census Bureau, American 
Community Survey data, 2012–2016 (pooled).

Bachelor's degreeMaster's degree or higher

Arts

Education

Industrial arts, consumer
services, and recreation

Communications
and journalism

Humanities &
liberal arts

Law and public policy

Architecture and engineering

Agriculture and
natural resources

Computer, statistics,
and mathematics

Psychology and social work 

Physical sciences

Business

Health

Biology and life sciences

Social sciences

 $1,080,000

 $570,000

 $430,000

 $1,060,000

 $900,000

 $760,000

 $760,000

 $460,000

 $750,000

 $780,000

 $640,000

 $490,000

 $880,000

 $510,000

 $520,000

 $1,810,000

 $1,810,000

 $1,740,000

 $1,570,000

 $1,410,000

 $1,400,000

 $1,320,000

 $1,280,000

 $1,130,000

 $1,020,000

 $960,000

 $930,000

 $630,000

 $920,000

 $570,000

Lifetime gender wage gap



23

W
o

m
en

 C
an

’t
 W

in

Associate’s degrees in technical fields, which women tend to shy 
away from, pay more.

The number of associate’s degrees awarded annually has more than tripled since the 1970s,37 and women 
have accounted for three-quarters of that growth. Yet even with these degrees, earnings for women continue 
to lag those of their male counterparts. Also, women are less likely to pursue fields of study with the greatest 
potential economic rewards.

Overall, the median male associate’s degree holder earns $56,000 annually, 43 percent more than the median 
female associate’s degree holder, who earns $39,000 (Table 3). Furthermore, the wage premium (that is, the 
increase in wages resulting directly from the possession of a college degree) over a high school education is 
greater for men than it is for women: female associate’s degree holders earn 44 percent more than women 
with high school diplomas, while male associate’s degree holders earn 47 percent more than men with high 
school diplomas (Table 3).

Table 3. The median earnings of associate’s degree holders are significantly  
higher for men than women in both absolute and relative terms.

Sex Earnings (2016$) Wage premium over HS

AA HS Dollar increase Percent increase

All $47,000 $32,000 $15,000 47%

Men $56,000 $38,000 $18,000 47%

Women $39,000 $27,000 $12,000 44%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data 
from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (combined 2004 and 2008 surveys).

As with bachelor’s degrees, the enormous gap between men’s and women’s earnings for associate’s degree 
holders results, in part, from decisions by women to study and work in different occupational fields than men. 
Men are four times more likely to enroll in STEM fields, while women are three times more likely to study 
health professions, including nursing. Men are also about twice as likely to study other career and technical 
education (CTE) fields.38

While health sciences is both the most common (23%) and the highest-compensated ($51,000 annually) 
field of study for female associate’s degree holders, women’s median earnings in this major at the associate’s 
degree level are still less than that of male associate’s degree holders overall. Outside of the health sciences, 
women with associate’s degrees tend to be in lower-earning majors including business/office management 
(22% of female associate’s degree holders), liberal arts/humanities (8%), and education (6%). Men are more 
likely to attain associate’s degrees in fields with greater financial rewards such as computer and information 
services (12% of men with associate’s degrees vs. 4% of women), other vocational/technical studies (12% of 
men vs. 3% of women), and engineering/drafting (11% of men vs. 1% of women) (Table 4).

37.	 Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Education, Digest 
of Education Statistics tables, 2015.

38.	Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the US Department of Education, 2011–12 
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS: 12), 2012.
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Table 4. Business or office management and health sciences are the most common fields of 
study among associate’s degree holders.39

Field of Study Share of workers with associate’s degrees

All Men Women

Business/office management 19% 15% 22%

Communications 1% 2% 1%

Computer and information services 8% 12% 4%

Education 4% 2% 6%

Engineering/drafting 5% 11% 1%

Health sciences 15% 5% 23%

Liberal art/humanities 8% 7% 8%

Nature sciences (biological and physical) 2% 2% 2%

Police/protective services 2% 4% 1%

Social sciences/history 2% 2% 2%

Visual and commercial arts 1% 1% 1%

Other vocational/technical studies 7% 12% 3%

Other 24% 24% 24%

Total 100% 100% 100%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program 
Participation (combined 2004 and 2008 surveys).

Even within the same field of study, men with associate’s degrees typically make more than women with 
associate’s degrees. For example, among associate’s degree holders who studied business and office 
management, the median annual earnings for men ($56,000) are substantially higher than for women 
($38,000) (Figure 12). This pattern holds true across occupational fields in a variety of areas, including social 
sciences and humanities, higher earning STEM majors (which men are more likely to pursue), and even 
women-dominated fields such as health sciences and education. At the median, male associate’s degree 
holders consistently earn more than female associate’s degree holders, whatever their field of study.

The earnings of associate’s degree holders are also significantly affected by whether they work in the field 
they studied. Given females’ lower earnings relative to males at the associate’s degree level, it is especially 
important for women with associate’s degrees to be working in their field of study.

Overall, at the associate’s degree level, women are more likely to be working in their field than men. Sixty 
percent of women are considered to be working in their field, compared to 51 percent of men. The earnings 
premium for working in the field of study—the difference in earnings between associate’s degree holders who 
work in their field and those who work outside it—is greater for women than men (65% for women compared 
to 47% for men).40

39.	 One-third of those surveyed listed their field of study as “other.” These cases were omitted from these calculations.
40.	Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program 

Participation (combined 2004 and 2008 surveys).
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Figure 12. Median annual earnings for male associate’s degree holders are higher than 
those of their female counterparts across occupational fields.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the Survey of Income 
and Program Participation (combined 2004 and 2008 surveys).
** The earnings for liberal arts graduates are underestimated here because we do not account for students who study 
liberal arts and transfer to a four-year college.
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However, the premium for working in field varies significantly among associate’s degree fields of study. 
Among women with associate’s degrees, those in police and protective services jobs and in the health 
sciences receive the greatest premium for working in their fields. A woman with an associate’s degree in 
police and protective services earns a median of $61,000 annually when she works in field, but only $23,000 
when she works outside her field of study. Similarly, a woman with an associate’s degree in health sciences 
who works in field earns a median $58,000 annually, but only $24,000 when she works outside her field. 
The premium for working in field is also high for women with associate’s degrees in agricultural sciences, 
business, information technology, engineering/drafting, and the natural sciences (Table 5).

Women with associate’s degrees in education and women who pursue vocational studies do not receive a 
wage premium for working in field, likely because these occupations are relatively low paying. For women 
with associate’s degrees in liberal arts or communications, the premium for working in field is relatively small 
at 10 percent and 21 percent respectively (Table 5).

Table 5. Among women with associate’s degrees, those in police and protective services and 
health sciences receive the greatest premium for working in their field of study.

Field of study Median annual earnings (2016 $) In-field premium 

In-field Out-of-field Dollar increase ($) Percent premium (%)

Police/protective services $61,000  $23,000 $38,000 165%

Health sciences $58,000 $24,000 $34,000 142%

Agricultural sciences $42,000 $21,000 $21,000 100%

Business $43,000 $22,000 $21,000 95%

Information technology $62,000 $33,000 $29,000 88%

Engineering/drafting $73,000 $39,000 $34,000 87%

Natural sciences $60,000 $32,000 $28,000 88%

Visual arts $56,000 $35,000 $21,000 60%

Social sciences $47,000 $34,000 $13,000 38%

Communications $40,000 $33,000 $7,000 21%

Liberal arts and humanities $33,000 $30,000 $3,000 10%

Education $28,000 $28,000 $0 0%

Other vocational studies $36,000 $36,000 $0 0%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program 
Participation (combined 2004 and 2008 surveys).
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Certificates have limited labor market value for women.

The financial consequences of attaining higher levels of education are profound, affecting a woman’s ability 
to support herself and her family. Women who pursue certificates often pursue them after high school; in 
some cases, they can serve as a stepping stone on an education pathway. Many students with an associate’s 
degree or higher who have trouble finding jobs may decide to earn a certificate in a related field—for 
example, in office management or healthcare—to make themselves more marketable.

The wage premium conferred by a certificate, as compared to a high school diploma, is 27 percent for men 
but just 16 percent for women.41 This disparity is so great that it may be driving women to opt instead for at 
least a two-year associate’s degree.

Of the 15 different certificate fields of study identified at postsecondary institutions in the United States, 13 
are extremely “sex-segregated,” meaning that one sex (either male or female) makes up at least 75 percent 
of enrollment.42 This may be due in part to the types of certificates women earn—for instance, cosmetology, 
healthcare, or food service—compared to certificates in higher-paying fields—such as auto mechanics and 
air-conditioner repair—that men commonly earn (Figure 13).

41.	 Carnevale et al., Certificates, 2012.
42.	 Ibid.

Figure 13. Men are more likely to pursue certificates in auto mechanics, construction, 
and electronics, while women often pursue certificates in business, healthcare, and 
cosmetology.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of Carnevale, et al., Certificates, 2012.
Note: Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding.
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The cost of obtaining a postsecondary vocational certificate may not be worth it for women if they do not 
find a job directly related to their field of study. In fact, women with just a high school diploma out-earn 
women who hold certificates when the latter work in jobs not directly related to their educational credential 
(Table 6). 

Table 6. Not a single certificate results in a living wage for women, on average. Men earn on average 
60 percent more in jobs that require postsecondary vocational certificates than do women.

Majors Proportion 
female (%)

Median 
earnings—
women ($)

Median 
earnings—

men ($)

Earnings 
premium for 

men (%)

Both sexes fairly equally 
represented

Food service 46% $23,000 $35,000 52%

Computer and 
information services

49% $33,000 $50,000 52%

Female- 
dominated

Business/office 
management

81% $36,000 $49,000 36%

Healthcare 90% $28,000 $46,000 64%

Cosmetology 91% $25,000 $39,000 56%

Male-
dominated

Transportation and 
materials moving

11% $28,000 $48,000 71%

Police/protective 
services

19% $31,000 $49,000 58%

Median earnings by field regardless of field $30,000 $48,000 60%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of Carnevale, Rose, and Hanson, Certificates, 2012.

Why do women bother to earn certificates when they offer so 
little apparent financial benefit? 

Women are still bothering to earn certificates, despite the lack of financial benefit, for two major reasons. 
First, many part-time employment opportunities continue to exist for women in these fields, and women 
may have chosen the fields for the added convenience of being able to set their hours or to move in and 
out of the labor force. These workers may be getting non-monetary benefits from their certificates, such as 
increased job freedom, career relevance, and reduced work stress.43

Second, few middle-skilled jobs with middle-class earnings are available to women who do not have at 
least a two-year college degree, so there might be better opportunities for holders of the postsecondary 
vocational certificate—especially if it offers opportunities for self-employment. 

Jobs in healthcare, transportation, cosmetology, and food service result in especially low returns for women, 
with pay levels below the average earnings of other jobs commonly held by workers with certificates. Jobs 
in business and office management and in computer and information services pay better, but they are 
exceptions to the rule that certificates have limited labor-market value for women.

43.	 Rosenbaum and Rosenbaum, Money Isn’t Everything, 2016.
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Industry test-based certifications have some positive marginal 
labor market value for women.

44.	Georgetown University Center on Education and Workforce Analysis of data from the Current Population Survey, 2016.

Industry test-based certifications or state licenses, such as those that apply to a specific trade or professional 
designation, often are earned by a person in a particular field of work to assure their qualification to perform 
the job or task. Many professional certifications need to be renewed regularly—usually every two to three 
years. The holder of the professional certification must then perform certain tasks, such as pass an exam or 
submit proof of continuing education credits, to extend the validity of the certification.

About 39 million Americans (22% of the labor force) hold some type of industry test-based certification or 
state license, more than half (52%) of whom are women.44

Industry test-based certifications or state licenses are valuable for women. On average, a woman with a 
professional certification or occupational license can earn $13,000 more per year compared to a woman 
without one. This is only slightly less than the $14,000 earnings boost, on average, that a certification or 
license can provide for a man. At $50,000 per year, a woman with a certification earns $8,000 more than the 
average woman’s earnings of $42,000 (Figure 14).

Women are generally better off with a state occupational license or industry-based certification than 
without one. The marginal value of a state license or industry-based certification, however, varies by other 
characteristics, such as the occupation selected and education level. These credentials are of highest value 
for women with a bachelor’s degree or higher. A woman with a bachelor’s degree or higher can earn an 
average $8,000 more per year with a state occupational license or professional certification than without 
one; a man with bachelor’s degree or higher and a certification or a license can earn $3,000 more (Figure 15).

Figure 14. A license or certification leads to $13,000 more in average annual earnings for 
women and $14,000 more for men. 

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the Current Population 
Survey (Basic Monthly), 2016.

WomenMen

No license or certification

Has a license or certification $60,000 

$50,000 

$46,000 

$37,000 



30

W
o

m
en

 C
an

’t W
in

Figure 15. A license or certification leads to higher average earnings, especially for 
workers with more education. 

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of data from the Current Population 
Survey (Basic Monthly), 2016.

Men

Women

Men

Women

No license or certification

Has a license or certification

Bachelor's degree
 or higher

Associate's degree/
some college

High school 
diploma or less

$27,000

$33,000

$52,000

$34,000

$43,000

$72,000

$31,000

$36,000

$60,000

$45,000

$50,000

$75,000
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 A woman with a bachelor’s degree 
or higher can earn an average $8,000 

more per year with a state occupational 
license or professional certification than 

without one; a man with bachelor’s 
degree or higher and a certification or a 

license can earn $3,000 more.
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SOCIAL AND 
CULTURAL 
FACTORS
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Social and cultural barriers block access to high-wage jobs for 
low-income women.

For the most part, girls and boys in elementary school appear roughly to be equally prepared to pursue STEM 
majors in college. Data show that boys outperform girls only slightly in math and science on standardized tests in 
elementary school.45 Upon college entry, math ability among men and women is roughly equal and occasionally 
even slightly in women’s favor.46 So why do girls not pursue college degrees or professions in STEM fields?

Implicit cultural biases and stereotypes play a significant role. For example, when teachers and parents tell girls 
that their intelligence is not static and can grow with experience and learning, girls do better on math tests and 
are more likely to say they want to continue to study math in the future.47 While this was found to be true for all 
students, such encouragement was particularly helpful in improving girls’ performance in math, an important 
finding considering the degree to which girls have internalized negative stereotypes about their math ability.48

Girls also tend to underestimate their math ability while, at the same time, holding themselves to higher 
standards than boys do, believing that they must be exceptional to succeed in what is perceived as a male 
field.49 Even when girls have good grades and test scores, their lower self-assessment combined with their 
higher standard for performance means that fewer girls have aspired to STEM careers.50

Societal cues may be responsible for steering women to lower-paid professions in fields such as education 
and community services.51 Traditional ideas about women’s roles in society are visibly apparent in girls 
as early as middle school,52 and the influence of these ideas on girls early in the career decision-making 
process is greater than the long-term prospect of someday earning a higher salary.53 In fact, the potential 
earnings associated with career choices are rarely communicated to girls at an early age, particularly because 
society still does not tend to see women as the primary breadwinners in families.54 These influences are 
communicated in subtle and varied ways, starting with the common expectation, for example, that little girls 
should play with dolls instead of with blocks.55 Later influences include such factors as gender bias, classroom 
climate, sex stereotypes, the male-dominated culture of science and engineering departments in colleges, 
and the lack of female role models in male-dominated occupations.56 These interests and values become key 
determinants in the occupational choices that women make and have major economic consequences.57

Disparities in pay are only symptoms of deep-seated biases and social pressures that affect women’s 
decisions to gravitate to certain occupations, courses of study, and majors. These, in turn, have a powerful 
effect on women’s economic bargaining power and lifelong earning potential.

Even when women select competitive majors, they choose occupations related to those majors that offer 
relatively lower pay, and they are less likely to change occupations once those choices have been made. A 
woman who earns a mathematics degree, for example, may go to work as a high school math teacher, while 
a man with the same degree might pursue a more lucrative career in fields such as aerospace engineering.

45.	 National Center for Education Statistics. National Assessment of Educational Progress, Science and Math Assessments, 2009.
46.	Goldin, “Will More of Our Daughters Grow Up to Become Economists?,” 2013.
47.	 Hill, et al., Why So Few, 2010, relying on Dweck and Leggett, “A Social-Cognitive Approach to Motivation and Personality,” 1988.
48.	Dweck and Leggett, “A Social-Cognitive Approach to Motivation and Personality,” 1988, and Good, et al., “Why Do Women Opt 

Out?,” 2012.
49.	Dweck and Leggett, “A Social-Cognitive Approach to Motivation and Personality,” 1988; Good, et al., “Why Do Women Opt 

Out?,” 2012; Correll, “Gender and the Career Choice Process,” 2004; and Correll, “Constraints into Preferences,” 2004.
50.	 Ibid.
51.	 Schieder and Gould, ’Women’s Work’ and the Gender Pay Gap, 2016.
52.	 Adler, et al. “Socialization to Gender Roles,” 1992; Eagly, “Prejudice,” 2004; Albert and Porter, “Children’s Gender-Role 

Stereotypes,” 1988.
53.	 LoBue and DeLoache, Pretty in Pink, 2011. 
54.	 Capsi, “Life-Course Development,” 2004.
55.	 Freeman, “Preschoolers’ Perceptions of Gender Appropriate Toys and Their Parents’ Beliefs about Genderized Behaviors,” 2007.
56.	 Correll, “Gender and the Career Choice Process,” 2001.
57.	 Vella, “Gender Roles, Occupational Choice and Gender Wage Differential,” 1993.
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Much of the caretaking burden still falls on women.

In keeping with societal expectations, mothers still spend more time caring for children within the household 
than fathers do. According to the 2016 American Time Use Survey, child care includes providing physical 
care, reading to, playing with, educating, and other caring activities for children under 18 in the household.58 
For children under 18, fathers spend 0.98 hours per day in child care activities compared to mothers, who 
spend almost twice as much (1.76 hours per day) on child care (Figure 16). When narrowing down child 
care activities by age of the child, the difference between men and women in time spent caring for children 
becomes even starker with younger children. With children ages 6–12, fathers spend 0.7 hours per day while 
mothers spend 1.31 hours per day, and with children under 6, fathers spend 1.47 hours per day while mothers 
spend 2.56 hours per day.59 

Even when narrowing the population to men and women who work outside of the home, women still spend 
more time, on average, caring for household members than men do. Women who are employed full-
time spend 0.62 hours per day while men (also employed full-time) spend 0.44 hours per day (Figure 17). 
Unemployed women spend 0.75 hours per day in caring for household members, as opposed to 0.18 hours 
per day for unemployed men. 

58.	 Bureau of Labor Statistics. American Time-Use Survey, 2016. 
59.	 Ibid.

MothersFathers

Youngest child 
under age 18

Youngest 
child 6-12

 Youngest child 
under age 6

1.4
7

2
.5

6

0
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0

1.3
1

0
.9

8

1.7
6

WomenMen

Not employedEmployed 
full-time

0
.4
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0
.6

2

0
.18

0
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Figure 16. Mothers spend more hours 
per day than fathers in caring for 
household children. 

Figure 17. Women spend more hours 
per day caring for household members, 
regardless of employment status.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, American Time 
Use Survey, 2016. Data includes parents aged 15 
and older. 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, American Time 
Use Survey, 2016. 
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However, when considering only adults without children under the age of 18 residing in the household, the gap 
between men and women narrows. Employed women spend 0.34 hours per day caring for people both inside and 
outside of the household, including elder care, whereas employed men spend 0.24 hours per day. Unemployed 
women spend more time in caretaking activities than their employed female counterparts, at 0.6 hours per day. 
Unemployed men, on the other hand, are similar and spend 0.55 hours per day in caretaking activities.

Women’s work interests and values often align with lower-wage jobs.

When faced with the same set of choices, women tend to select majors and occupations based on their 
non-cognitive and personality traits rather than on earnings or prestige. However, women’s preferences in 
terms of work values and work interests cannot completely account for occupational segregation. Societal 
expectations, academic preparation, and other environmental factors also play roles in women’s occupational 
choices. These can be classified according to the different emphases on values and interests that men and 
women place on their work.

•	 Work values. In male-dominated occupations, the work values linked to job satisfaction are achievement, 
independence, working conditions, and support; in female-dominated occupations, the most important 
work values for job satisfaction are relationships, achievement, and, to a lesser degree, independence. 
Achievement and independence are hallmarks of jobs that allow a worker to use the best of his or her 
abilities and to stand out from the crowd; not surprisingly, these are values common to both male- 
and female-dominated occupations. The big difference is relationships—this value is accorded high 
importance 75 percent of the time in female-dominated occupations.60 

•	 Work interests. Realistic, enterprising, conventional, and investigative work interests are most highly 
associated with success in male-dominated occupations, which tend to involve hands-on problem solving 
and factual research; in female-dominated occupations, the traditional work interests linked to jobs 
are social, enterprising, and conventional. These interests usually describe jobs involving teaching and 
communicating with people, often in professions that provide service to others (Figure 18).

The rationale behind occupational segregation and the ultimate differences in decision-making by men 
and women in this regard is extremely complex and is thought to include historical, sociological, and 
physiological influences. Men’s social behavior and psychology have been hypothesized as being distinctly 
different from those of women. For example, an experiment involving college students in the United Kingdom 
showed that in-group male behavior tended to be more competitive when an external threat was perceived, 
whereas women in the same circumstances did not alter their cooperative behavior.61 These results can 
explain differences between men and women in competitive choices in social dilemmas as well as risk-
reward decision making.

60.	Carnevale and Smith, Get Smart, 2014.
61.	 Vugt, et al., “Gender Differences in Cooperation and Competition,” 2007.
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Other research has found that these stereotypes are not entirely accurate, and they certainly do not hold 
universally. Men do enjoy competition more than cooperation, but women enjoy cooperation just as much as 
competition.62

Occupational choices, in any case, have financial consequences. Male-dominated fields tend to pay higher 
earnings, even for those with relatively lower levels of educational attainment, such as production workers. 
Indeed, 30 percent of high school-educated men in production occupations earn at least $35,000 per year; 
by comparison, only 5 percent of similarly qualified women earn that much.63

Why male-dominated fields pay higher earnings is less clear. It may be simply that society has historically and 
habitually valued production over relationships, or men’s work over women’s work. Whether this will evolve 
with the job market of the 21st century remains to be seen. What is clear is that, for now, women will be 
better able to achieve financial stability if they follow traditionally male paths of study and work.

62.	Kivikangas, et al., “Gender Differences in Emotional Responses to Cooperative and Competitive Game Play,” 2014.
63.	 Carnevale and Smith, Get Smart, 2014.

Male-dominated occupations

Female-dominated occupations

80% 9% 11%

58% 27% 15%

44% 46% 10%

28% 15% 57%

18% 13% 69%

19% 46% 35%

27% 55% 20%

LowMediumHigh

Enterprising

Conventional

Social

Investigative

Conventional

Enterprising

Realistic

Figure 18. Differences in interests and values between men and women can be more 
important than other factors in the decision to enter a particular career path.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of the Bureau of Labor Statistics O*NET 
22.0 and the US Census Bureau’s American Community Survey, 2016.

Levels of interests and values
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Thirty percent of high school-educated men in 
production occupations earn at least $35,000 

per year; by comparison, only 5 percent of 
similarly qualified women earn that much.
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RACE/ETHNICITY
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Underneath the gender wage gap, racial disparities are even deeper.

Women of all races are affected by the gender wage 
gap, although not all women are affected equally.64 
Women always earn less than White men, but those 
differences vary by race and ethnicity (Figure 19). On 
average, White and Asian women earn more than 
Black women who, in turn, earn more than Latina 
women. 

Relative to White men, White women earn 75 cents 
on the dollar; Black women earn 62 cents on the 
dollar; and Latina women earn just 52 cents on the 
dollar (Figure 19). Since 1980, White women have 
consistently earned more than women from other 
racial/ethnic groups. The disparity between women’s 
earnings in 1980 was relatively small, with only 
an 8-percentage point difference between Latina 
women and White women. By 2017, that disparity 
increased dramatically to 23 percentage points.

Across the years, in comparison to White men, 
women of all races and ethnicities have seen some 
improvements in earnings. White women earn 18 
percentage points more relative to White men than 
they did in 1980. Black women earn 8 percentage 
points more relative to White men, and Latina 
women earn 3 percentage points more relative to 
White men. But relative to White men, the glass 
ceiling effect65 limits the upward mobility of women 
of all races and ethnicities and prevents them from 
occupying all but a very small percentage of the 
highest paying positions.66

Educational attainment alone does not explain the 
gender wage gap by race. Holding education levels 
constant across both race and sex for prime-age 
workers, some clear patterns emerge. For women, 
a higher level of education alone is necessary but 
not sufficient to close the gender wage gap. Wage 
earners with the least amount of education have 
the smallest pay gap—the lack of education affects 
everyone about equally, resulting in poverty. But the 
highest levels of education hold the most benefit for 
men, especially White men.

64.	 Note that the point of comparison is to White men and not all men, so the gap will be larger than the overall 81 cents on the dollar. 
65.	 The “glass ceiling effect” refers to a barrier that keeps a given demographic (typically applied to women and minorities) from 

rising beyond a certain level in a hierarchy.
66.	We choose to compare all earnings to that of White men to facilitate comparisons of women’s earnings by ethnicity to one 

standard. 

Source: Georgetown University Center on 
Education and the Workforce analysis of data from 
the US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 
March supplement, 1980, 2017.
Note: As the largest group of income earners, White 
men are used in this figure as the comparison point. 
For both years, we use the average earnings of 
women by race/ethnicity as the numerator and the 
average earnings of White men as the denominator 
to determine the extent to which racial differences 
matter in the gender wage gap.

Figure 19. Despite recent progress 
in narrowing the wage gap, women 
of all races and ethnicities trail far 
behind White men in earning power.
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Workers with at least a bachelor’s degree have the widest gender wage gap. Among bachelor’s degree 
holders, the difference in pay between White men and White women is $28,000 per year, and even more for 
Black and Latina women (Figure 20). Black and Latino men with bachelor’s and graduate degrees fare better 
than Black or Latina women, but the wage gap between them and White men with the same educational 
attainment is significant. Furthermore, major choice varies little among races.67 

Whereas, on average, a woman needs the next-higher degree to attain the same earnings as a man, a Black 
or Latina woman with a graduate degree still earns less than a White man with a bachelor’s degree.

67.	 Variation in occupational choices by race accounts for much of the variation in earnings by race.

Figure 20. White workers usually earn more than workers from any other race or 
ethnicity, by attainment level and sex. The gender wage gap by race, however, is most 
pronounced for bachelor’s and graduate degree holders.

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey 
data, 2012–2016 pooled.
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Among bachelor’s degree holders, the 
difference in pay between White men and 

White women is $28,000 per year, and even 
more for Black and Latina women.
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CONCLUSION: 
Discrimination Is  

Responsible for Some of  
the Gender Wage Gap.
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Women earn 81 cents for every dollar paid to a man. Even after accounting for the fact that women often 
work in different occupations and industries than men, as well as differences in work experience, union 
status, education, and race, 41 percent of the wage gap is unexplained. 

When social scientists control for every measurable employment factor that could help explain the disparity, 
women still earn only 92 percent of what men earn for doing the same job.68 Of course some aspects to 
this debate are difficult to measure. These include the extent to which women ask for a pay raise compared 
to men, or even negotiate for a higher salary when they first get hired compared to men. The first salary is a 
very important leverage point for upward mobility and can result in a slower trajectory if women aim lower to 
begin with. However, discrimination also explains the residual difference in pay between men and women.

Female-dominated occupations tend to pay less, often much less, than male-dominated occupations. 
Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, women made great progress moving into careers traditionally dominated 
by men.69 Today, however, women still account for the majority of waitresses, retail workers, administrative 
assistants, and nurses, but account for very few engineers, scientists, managers, and technicians. Women 
also tend to work in service jobs and not-for-profit and public-sector organizations, none of which are highly 
valued financially in a market economy. Moreover, though women lost fewer jobs overall during the recession 
than did men, they regained fewer during the recovery. And many of the gains were in sectors facing serious 
budget cuts, like education and social services.

Furthermore, education has not effectively reduced the gender wage gap, even though women are now 
substantially more educated than men. Women surpassed men in college enrollment in the mid-1990s, and 
the gap has been growing ever since. Today 45 percent of young women70 are enrolled in college, compared 
with 38 percent of young men; 36 percent of young women have a bachelor’s or a graduate degree, 
compared with 28 percent of young men. Yet women with graduate degrees earn the same as men with 
bachelor’s degrees, and women with bachelor’s degrees earn the same as men with associate’s degrees.71

What is behind these differences? Part of the problem lies in what women study, which plays a large role in where 
they work later in their careers. Women are not likely to choose high-paying majors like engineering; instead, they 
often gravitate to low-paying majors like education, psychology, and social work. Women represent 97 percent of 
early childhood education majors but only 6 percent of mechanical engineering majors.72

Critics of initiatives to close the gender wage gap, or those who deny that it is a legitimate problem, say these 
wage inequalities are due to individual choice,73 job tenure, and hours worked. However, Harvard economist 
Claudia Goldin demonstrates that men and women with identical degrees and experience still are paid 
unequally.74 The answer to the conundrum is far more complex than personal choice. Though a large part 
of the wage gap is explained by occupation and industry choices, these choices are further influenced by 
choices of high school courses and college majors, which in turn have significant cultural and social origins. 
These social and cultural dimensions to the gender wage gap are not unique to the women that make these 
decisions. Women’s work has traditionally been undervalued. A preponderance of women in an occupation, 
for example, is a good indication that women will make less in this occupation compared to others.

68.	Blau and Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap,” 2007.
69.	Carnevale and Smith. “Gender Discrimination Is at the Heart of the Wage Gap,” 2014.
70.	 “Young” is defined here as 18–24 years of age.
71.	 Carnevale and Smith. “Gender Discrimination Is at the Heart of the Wage Gap,” 2014.
72.	 Ibid.
73.	 Blau and Kahn, “The Gender Wage Gap,” 2016. The paper shows that almost half of the gender wage gap is explained by 

occupation and industry choices.
74.	 Goldin, “A Grand Gender Convergence,” 2014.
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Extensive family obligations and a lack of exposure to college are factors that keep some women from 
completing their degrees. Though the family structure has changed over the past 50 years75 (51 percent of 
young women over the age of 15 today are married compared to 75 percent in 1963), the burden of single 
parenting today still rests heavily on women.76 More than 40 percent of births today are to unmarried women, 
compared to 5 percent of births in 1960.77

Expanded access to child care would offer enormous support for student mothers trying to achieve a college 
degree. But the need for child care goes beyond the hours in the classroom. Student parents often work 
full-time during the school year and need child care in the evenings and on weekends as well. However, only 
13 percent of the on-campus child care centers provide evening care and only 3 percent provide weekend 
care.78 On-campus care centers that offer flexible accessible hours would help mothers who are trying to 
balance school and caregiving responsibilities. Furthermore, studies show that on-campus child care centers 
improve economic outcomes for low-income families by allowing parents to focus on their studies, greatly 
improving their chances of completing a postsecondary degree. At the same time, on-campus child care 
centers expose children to learning environments at a young age, allowing them to reap the enormous 
benefits of early childhood education.79

Some child care centers on college campuses offer a range of comprehensive services to parents, including 
academic, financial, parenting, and personal counseling. For example, in 2005, the University of Michigan 
launched an initiative to increase child care capacity, expand the number of infants and toddlers it serves, and 
improve its care facilities. The university met all three of these goals by 2011 by combining its care centers 
under a single administrative umbrella and establishing a coordinated system that offered an array of shared 
services, including child care referral specialists, summer camps, child care subsidies, and loans to cover 
child-care expenses.80

Women’s participation in the labor force increased most rapidly from 1970 to 1990. At the time, women’s 
earnings often were viewed as a second salary in a male-headed household. Married women often were 
paid less because their salary was viewed as an additional income to what was generated by the primary 
breadwinner. In the 1960s, three in four adult women were married. Today just about half of adult women are 
married, and with the increase in single parent households and the burden of childrearing still falling on the 
mother, this reason for pay discrimination is anachronistic.81

To place all the blame of pay differences on women’s career choices fails to recognize the social structure 
that determines value. Young girls and young women do not make choices in a vacuum about what to study 
and where to work. They make them under the influence of peers, family members, and adults who tell 
them, through words and actions, the subjects, majors, and careers that are acceptable for them to choose. 
These influences inevitably inform their later decisions on careers. Stereotypes also underlie the decisions 
that are made to assign a certain dollar value to some kinds of work and different values to others: a female 
first-grade teacher, for example, usually makes less than a male video-game software developer. Sometimes 
people place no dollar value on work at all: for centuries, women have borne the brunt of everyday 
housework and caring for children and the elderly for no pay.

75.	 US Department of Labor, American Women, 1963.
76.	 Taylor, The Decline of Marriage and the Rise of New Families, 2010.
77.	 Ibid.
78.	 Miller, et al., Improving Child Care Access to Promote Postsecondary Success among Low-Income Parents, 2011.
79.	 Ibid.
80.	University of Michigan, “Childcare & Dependent Care,” 2015.
81.	 Taylor, The Decline of Marriage and the Rise of New Families, 2010.
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The gender wage gap can be closed. In the 1960s, the gap hovered around 60 percent. After initiatives 
such as the Equal Pay Act and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act made gender-based discrimination in the labor 
market illegal, the gap closed substantially between the 1970s and mid-1990s. Some states have a much 
lower gender wage gap than others: women earn 90 percent of men’s salaries in Washington, DC, for 
instance, compared with 64 percent in Wyoming. Similarly, some European countries, such as Belgium and 
Luxembourg, have nearly closed their gender wage gaps.82

Closing the gender wage gap in the US will require initiatives aimed at combatting workplace discrimination. 
One of these is the proposed Paycheck Fairness Act,83 which would increase wage transparency and provide 
legal protections for workers who raise concerns about gender-based wage discrimination. 

Solving the gender wage gap will require more than just new laws. It will require a new cultural approach. 
Women need more flexible work options that build upon women’s rights established under the Family 
and Medical Leave Act. Women should not have to surrender their careers (and high earnings) when they 
decide to start a family. Solving the earnings disparity will also require people to alter the cultural norms and 
stereotypes that they communicate to young girls. The stories we tell and the people we admire should not 
limit young girls’ horizons; rather, they should fill young girls with hope for what is possible.

82.	Carnevale and Smith, “Gender Discrimination Is at the Heart of the Wage Gap,” 2014.
83.	The Paycheck Fairness Act is a proposed law introduced in the 115th Congress as bills S. 819 and H.R.1869.
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Appendix A. Mean Earnings 
and Sex of Bachelor’s Degree 
Holders by Detailed Major

Major group Detailed major Share 
women

Mean 
earnings 
(women) 

2016$

Mean earnings 
(men) 2016$

Earnings 
premium 
for men

Agriculture and 
natural resources

Agricultural economics 22% $64,000 $84,000 31%

Agriculture production and 
management

23% $56,000 $69,000 23%

Animal sciences 57% $49,000 $65,000 33%

Food science 59% $72,000 $89,000 24%

Forestry 16% $55,000 $66,000 20%

General agriculture 25% $47,000 $60,000 28%

Miscellaneous agriculture 58% $45,000 $60,000 33%

Natural resources management 32% $51,000 $66,000 29%

Plant science and agronomy 28% $43,000 $64,000 49%

Soil science 20% $57,000 $69,000 21%

Architecture and 
engineering

Aerospace engineering 11% $90,000 $99,000 10%

Architectural engineering 22% $68,000 $95,000 40%

Architecture 32% $60,000 $77,000 28%

Biological engineering 25% $66,000 $83,000 26%

Biomedical engineering 35% $81,000 $95,000 17%

Chemical engineering 32% $96,000 $110,000 15%

Civil engineering 17% $76,000 $95,000 25%

Electrical engineering 12% $88,000 $104,000 18%

Electrical engineering 
technology

12% $71,000 $83,000 17%

Engineering and industrial 
management

20% $82,000 $90,000 10%

Engineering mechanics, 
physics, and science

13% $77,000 $84,000 9%

Engineering technologies 17% $59,000 $80,000 36%
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Major group Detailed major Share 
women

Mean 
earnings 
(women) 

2016$

Mean earnings 
(men) 2016$

Earnings 
premium 
for men

Architecture 
and engineering 
continued

Environmental engineering 32% $62,000 $93,000 50%

General engineering 14% $78,000 $89,000 14%

Geological and geophysical 
engineering

26% $72,000 $108,000 50%

Industrial and manufacturing 
engineering

25% $83,000 $100,000 20%

Industrial production 
technologies

9% $66,000 $87,000 32%

Materials engineering and 
materials science

24% $79,000 $91,000 15%

Mechanical engineering 9% $91,000 $99,000 9%

Mechanical engineering related 
technology

7% $89,000 $77,000 -13%

Metallurgical engineering 16% $81,000 $125,000 54%

Mining and mineral engineering 15% $90,000 $105,000 17%

Miscellaneous engineering 16% $75,000 $88,000 17%

Miscellaneous engineering 
technologies

18% $65,000 $80,000 23%

Naval architecture and marine 
engineering

4% $98,000 $99,000 1%

Nuclear engineering 12% $81,000 $109,000 35%

Petroleum engineering 17% $167,000 $189,000 13%

Arts Commercial art and graphic 
design

62% $54,000 $67,000 24%

Drama and theater arts 58% $49,000 $65,000 33%

Film, video, and photographic 
arts

37% $50,000 $68,000 36%

Fine arts 57% $50,000 $63,000 26%

Miscellaneous fine arts 40% $48,000 $52,000 8%

Music 42% $48,000 $59,000 23%

Studio arts 64% $46,000 $58,000 26%

Visual and performing arts 73% $48,000 $76,000 58%

Biology and life 
sciences

Biochemical sciences 44% $61,000 $75,000 23%

Biology 57% $58,000 $74,000 28%

Botany 49% $58,000 $67,000 16%

Ecology 53% $50,000 $67,000 34%

Environmental science 44% $57,000 $69,000 21%

Genetics 56% $58,000 $66,000 14%

Microbiology 59% $64,000 $82,000 28%

Miscellaneous biology 43% $55,000 $63,000 15%

Molecular biology 52% $62,000 $82,000 32%

Neuroscience 52% $51,000 $69,000 35%

Zoology 58% $53,000 $69,000 30%
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Major group Detailed major Share 
women

Mean 
earnings 
(women) 

2016$

Mean earnings 
(men) 2016$

Earnings 
premium 
for men

Business Accounting 56% $72,000 $99,000 38%

Actuarial science 37% $97,000 $122,000 26%

Business economics 35% $81,000 $109,000 35%

Business management and 
administration

46% $62,000 $86,000 39%

Finance 33% $78,000 $108,000 38%

General business 41% $65,000 $92,000 42%

Hospitality management 58% $53,000 $72,000 36%

Human resources and 
personnel management

69% $62,000 $80,000 29%

International business 53% $66,000 $86,000 30%

Management information 
systems and statistics

31% $78,000 $95,000 22%

Marketing and marketing 
research

54% $67,000 $94,000 40%

Miscellaneous business and 
medical administration

42% $60,000 $84,000 40%

Operations logistics and 
e-commerce

29% $74,000 $80,000 8%

Communications 
and journalism

Advertising and public relations 65% $63,000 $84,000 33%

Communications 57% $63,000 $81,000 29%

Journalism 59% $66,000 $77,000 17%

Mass media 45% $58,000 $65,000 12%

Computers, 
statistics, and 
mathematics

Applied mathematics 39% $83,000 $102,000 23%

Computer and information 
systems

27% $69,000 $81,000 17%

Computer engineering 16% $85,000 $102,000 20%

Computer information 
management and security

20% $61,000 $74,000 21%

Computer networking and 
telecommunications

27% $66,000 $73,000 11%

Computer programming and 
data processing

29% $64,000 $77,000 20%

Computer science 21% $81,000 $98,000 21%

Information sciences 27% $73,000 $86,000 18%

Mathematics 42% $75,000 $98,000 31%

Mathematics and computer 
science

32% $77,000 $106,000 38%

Statistics and decision science 41% $81,000 $102,000 26%
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Major group Detailed major Share 
women

Mean 
earnings 
(women) 

2016$

Mean earnings 
(men) 2016$

Earnings 
premium 
for men

Education Art and music education 64% $43,000 $52,000 21%

Early childhood education 96% $40,000 $56,000 40%

Educational administration and 
supervision

58% $38,000 $93,000 145%

Elementary education 89% $43,000 $53,000 23%

General education 75% $46,000 $58,000 26%

Language and drama education 80% $46,000 $54,000 17%

Mathematics teacher education 63% $50,000 $59,000 18%

Miscellaneous education 51% $50,000 $69,000 38%

Physical and health education 
teaching

42% $50,000 $61,000 22%

Science and computer teacher 
education

57% $46,000 $63,000 37%

Secondary teacher education 53% $47,000 $58,000 23%

Social science or history 
teacher education

45% $46,000 $54,000 17%

Special needs education 87% $45,000 $54,000 20%

Teacher education: multiple 
levels

79% $41,000 $51,000 24%

Health Communication disorders 
sciences and services

91% $48,000 $70,000 46%

Community and public health 70% $51,000 $67,000 31%

Health and medical 
administrative services

77% $55,000 $82,000 49%

Health and medical preparatory 
programs

58% $61,000 $79,000 30%

Medical assisting services 90% $58,000 $89,000 53%

Medical technologies 
technicians

73% $63,000 $77,000 22%

Miscellaneous health medical 
professions

85% $52,000 $64,000 23%

Nursing 89% $68,000 $78,000 15%

Nutrition sciences 86% $56,000 $62,000 11%

Pharmacology 63% $82,000 $91,000 11%

Pharmacy and pharmaceutical 
sciences and administration

60% $96,000 $118,000 23%

Treatment therapy professions 73% $64,000 $74,000 16%
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Major group Detailed major Share 
women

Mean 
earnings 
(women) 

2016$

Mean earnings 
(men) 2016$

Earnings 
premium 
for men

Humanities and 
liberal arts

Area ethnic and civilization 
studies

63% $59,000 $76,000 29%

Art history and criticism 81% $65,000 $76,000 17%

Composition and speech 57% $50,000 $65,000 30%

English language and literature 63% $59,000 $77,000 31%

French, German, Latin, and 
other common foreign 
language studies

71% $59,000 $74,000 25%

History 35% $57,000 $77,000 35%

Humanities 62% $53,000 $65,000 23%

Intercultural and international 
studies

64% $57,000 $78,000 37%

Liberal arts 57% $56,000 $75,000 34%

Library science 89% $40,000 $47,000 18%

Linguistics and comparative 
language and literature

68% $56,000 $70,000 25%

Multi/interdisciplinary studies 68% $46,000 $61,000 33%

Other foreign languages 57% $57,000 $77,000 35%

Philosophy and religious studies 32% $57,000 $71,000 25%

Theology and religious 
vocations

27% $42,000 $53,000 26%

United States history 34% $65,000 $85,000 31%

Industrial arts, 
consumer services, 
and recreation

Construction services 8% $60,000 $84,000 40%

Cosmetology services and 
culinary arts

39% $42,000 $54,000 29%

Electrical and mechanic repairs 
and technology

9% $49,000 $59,000 20%

Family and consumer sciences 89% $49,000 $70,000 43%

Military technologies 28% $65,000 $105,000 62%

Physical fitness, parks, 
recreation, and leisure

42% $49,000 $60,000 22%

Transportation sciences and 
technologies

10% $73,000 $87,000 19%

Law and public 
policy

Criminal justice and fire 
protection

39% $51,000 $69,000 35%

Court reporting 36% $47,000 $65,000 38%

Pre-law and legal studies 70% $57,000 $80,000 40%

Public administration 47% $63,000 $82,000 30%

Public policy 49% $86,000 $100,000 16%
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Major group Detailed major Share 
women

Mean 
earnings 
(women) 

2016$

Mean earnings 
(men) 2016$

Earnings 
premium 
for men

Physical sciences Atmospheric sciences and 
meteorology

23% $72,000 $76,000 6%

Astronomy and astrophysics 30% $57,000 $90,000 58%

Chemistry 44% $64,000 $80,000 25%

Geology and earth science 30% $62,000 $80,000 29%

Geosciences 26% $61,000 $79,000 30%

Materials science 28% $65,000 $95,000 46%

Multidisciplinary or general 
science

49% $60,000 $82,000 37%

Nuclear, industrial radiology, 
and biological technologies

63% $55,000 $79,000 44%

Oceanography 44% $50,000 $76,000 52%

Physical sciences 20% $61,000 $88,000 44%

Physics 17% $72,000 $100,000 39%

Physiology 54% $57,000 $73,000 28%

Psychology and 
social work

Human services and 
community organization

82% $44,000 $66,000 50%

Clinical psychology 75% $40,000 $44,000 10%

Cognitive science and 
biopsychology

40% $68,000 $94,000 38%

Counseling psychology 66% $44,000 $58,000 32%

Educational psychology 79% $42,000 $56,000 33%

Industrial and organizational 
psychology

59% $74,000 $92,000 24%

Miscellaneous psychology 77% $52,000 $68,000 31%

Psychology 70% $53,000 $71,000 34%

School student counseling 63% $54,000 $77,000 43%

Social psychology 71% $53,000 $67,000 26%

Social work 87% $46,000 $55,000 20%

Social sciences Anthropology and archeology 62% $53,000 $67,000 26%

Criminology 43% $50,000 $67,000 34%

Economics 30% $80,000 $112,000 40%

General social sciences 58% $54,000 $70,000 30%

Geography 31% $61,000 $71,000 16%

Interdisciplinary social sciences 71% $51,000 $75,000 47%

International relations 55% $70,000 $96,000 37%

Miscellaneous social sciences 48% $60,000 $88,000 47%

Political science and 
government

39% $69,000 $91,000 32%

Sociology 64% $55,000 $73,000 33%

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2012–2016 (pooled). 



61

W
o

m
en

 C
an

’t
 W

in

Appendix B. Top Occupations 
by Major for Prime-Age  
Workers with Bachelor’s 
Degree or Higher by Sex

Agriculture and natural resources

 Men Managerial and professional office (35%), Sales and office support (16%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (24%), Sales and office support (21%)

Architecture and engineering

 Men STEM (44%), Managerial and professional office (29%), Blue collar (9%)

 Women STEM (39%), Managerial and professional office (27%), Sales and office support (12%)

Arts

 Men Community services and arts (25%), Managerial and professional office (20%), Sales and office 
support (15%)

 Women Community services and arts (23%), Sales and office support (22%), Managerial and 
professional office (20%)

Biology and life sciences

 Men Healthcare professional and technical (34%), Managerial and professional office (19%), STEM 
(17%) 

 Women Healthcare professional and technical (36%), Managerial and professional office (17%), STEM 
(15%) 

Business

 Men Managerial and professional office (49%), Sales and office support (25%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (50%), Sales and office support (29%)

Communications and journalism

 Men Managerial and professional office (32%), Sales and office support (24%), Community services 
and arts (16%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (36%), Sales and office support (27%), Community services 
and arts (13%)

Computers, statistics, and mathematics

 Men STEM (52%), Managerial and professional office (23%), Sales and office support (9%)

 Women STEM (35%), Managerial and professional office (27%), Sales and office support (14%)

Education

 Men Education (51%), Managerial and professional office (19%), Sales and office support (10%)

 Women Education (68%), Managerial and professional office (11%), Sales and office support (9%)
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Health

 Men Healthcare professional and technical (58%), Managerial and professional office (18%)

 Women Healthcare professional and technical (70%), Managerial and professional office (10%)

Humanities and liberal arts

 Men Managerial and professional office (34%), Sales and office support (18%), Education (16%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (29%), Education (26%), Sales and office support (20%)

Industrial arts, consumer services, and recreation

 Men Managerial and professional office (29%), Blue collar (21%), Sales and office support (15%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (22%), Education (22%), Sales and office support (20%)

Law and public policy

 Men Food and personal service (38%), Managerial and professional office (24%), Sales and office 
support (15%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (29%), Sales and office support (28%), Food and personal 
service (19%)

Physical sciences

 Men STEM (30%), Managerial and professional office (24%), Healthcare professional and technical 
(13%)

 Women Healthcare professional and technical (22%), Managerial and professional office (20%), STEM 
(19%) 

Psychology and social work

 Men Managerial and professional office (29%), Sales and office support (17%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (26%), Sales and office support (19%), Education (15%)

Social sciences

 Men Managerial and professional office (45%), Sales and office support (20%)

 Women Managerial and professional office (41%), Sales and office support (21%), Education (13%)

Source: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce analysis of American Community Survey, 2012–2016 (pooled).
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