






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Equal opportunity, unequal outcomes

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

The latest from the American people

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

Agree
50%

47%

1%

60%

38%

1%

Women Men

Disagree

Neither

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

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

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

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

Figure 6

How women earn less
Breaking down the gender pay gap

Unexplained

Union status
Race

Labor force experience

Industry category

Occupational category

Educational attainment

Source: Francine Blau and Lawrence Kahn, “The Gender Pay Gap: 
Have Women Gone as Far as They Can?” Academy of Management 
Perspectives, February 2007, pp. 7–23.
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The segregation of men and women into different jobs explains the single-largest 
portion of the gender pay gap (49.3 percent). This may seem innocuous, but in real-
ity, many jobs that women have historically held by women are underpaid, relative 
to men’s jobs that require similar levels of skill. Bowling Green State University 
political scientist Ellen Frankel Paul, for example, points out that zookeepers—a 
traditionally male job—earn more than workers caring for children—a traditionally 
female job.45 It’s not that zookeepers have a much higher level of skills than child 
care workers, but that our society values these jobs differently and this is a choice 
we make. Women’s jobs have been systemically undervalued for so long, we think 
it’s natural, but in fact this is an ongoing legacy of past discrimination. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Where do we go from here?

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

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