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Questions and Answers about WOMEN IN THE WORKFORCE:  
A Sloan Work and Family Research Network Fact Sheet 

 
 
Introduction  
 
The Sloan Work and Family Research Network has prepared Fact Sheets that provide statistical answers to some 
important questions about work-family and work-life issues. This Fact Sheet includes statistics about Women in 
the Workforce. (Last updated: October 2009) 

 
 

 How many women are in the workforce? 
 

 Fact 1   “The labor force participation rate of all women ages 25 to 54, after rising sharply over the past 
half century, has been basically unchanged since the mid 1990s, plateauing at about 75%” (Pew Research 
Center, 2007, p. 2). 
 

 Fact 2   “In 1975, 47% of mothers with children under 18 participated in the U.S. labor force. By 2007, 32 
years later, that proportion had risen to 71%” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 4). 
 

 Fact 3   “Over two-thirds (67.1 percent) of highly educated women in their thirties with a young child at 
home are in the labor force” (Boushey, 2005, p. 11). 

 

 Where are women working? 
 

 Fact 1   “Although 49 percent of wage and salaried employees are women, only 41 percent of (self-
employed) independents and 31 percent of (small business) owners are” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & 
Prottas, 2002, p. 47). 
 

 Fact 2   “…women are more likely to have white collar jobs as professionals (23% versus 16% for men) and 
in administrative support (22% versus 8% for men)” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002, p. 7). 

 
 Fact 3   “Men are much more likely (43%) to have blue collar jobs in production, machine operation, and 

repair than women (10%)” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002, p. 7). 
 

 What is the impact of women in leadership positions?  
 

 Fact 1   “The proportion of workers whose immediate boss is a woman has consistently increased over the 
last 10 years, from 21% to almost 25%” (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions, 2005, p. 7). 
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 Do women want jobs with more responsibility? 
 

 Fact 1   “Since 1997, the desire to move to jobs with more responsibility among young workers has 
increased. This increase has been greater for young women—from 54% to 66%—than young men—from 61% to 
67%” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 1). 
 

 Fact 2   In 2008, “among Millennial women (under 29) who did not want jobs with more responsibility, 31% 
cited concerns about the increased job pressure that goes along with greater responsibility at work, 19% said 
they already have a high-level job with a lot of responsibility, and 15% were concerned about not having 
enough flexibility to successfully manage work and personal or family life in a job with more responsibility” 
(Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 2). 

 

 How do women’s education levels compare to those of men? 
 

 Fact 1   “In the 2005-2006 academic year (the most recent year for which data are available), women 
earned 58% of all bachelor’s degrees and 60% of master’s degrees. By comparison, men earned 42% of 
bachelor’s degrees and 40% of master’s degrees in 2005-2006. By 2016, women are projected to earn 60% of 
bachelor’s, 63% of master’s and 54% of doctorate and professional degrees” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, 
p. 6). 
 

 Fact 2   “Between the late 50s and the mid 90s, men had an advantage over women in college graduation 
of about six to seven percentage points” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 5). 
 

 Fact 3   “In every year from 1940 through 2007, men 25 years old and older are at least somewhat more 
likely (in absolute terms) than women of the same ages to have completed four years of college or more. The 
differences between men and women are smallest in 2007 (1.5 percentage points) and, interestingly, in 1940 
(1.7 percentage points) when college graduation rates were very low for everybody except the well-to-do” 
(Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 5). 
 

 How does the income of women compare to the income of men? 
 

 Fact 1   “In 1979, the average full-time employed woman earned 62% of what men earned on a weekly 
basis. In the early 1990s, the wage gap narrowed, largely as a function of a decline in men’s wages. By 2007, 
however, the average full-time employed woman earned 80% of what men earned on a weekly basis, a big 
increase, but still a large gap” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 7). 
 

 Fact 2   “Employed women 20 to 24 years old in 2007 who were paid on an hourly basis earned 90% of 
what their male counterparts earned, and teenage women 16 to 19 years old earned 95% of what their male 
counterparts earned” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 8). 
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 Fact 3   “The median hourly earnings of women ($12.50) are significantly lower than men’s median hourly 
earnings ($16.32) by nearly four dollars per hour” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002, p. 8). 
 

 Fact 4   “In 2008, employed women in dual-earner couples contributed an average of 44% of annual family 
income. This reflects a significant increase from an average of 39% in 1997—only 11 years ago” (Galinsky, 
Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 8). 
 

 Fact 5   “Employees who work in administrative support positions earn significantly less on average than 
employees in other positions, and women are much more likely (22%) than men (8%) to work in such positions” 
(Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002, p. 12). 
 

 Fact 6   “Tenure with an employer is predictive of earnings, and women have less tenure at their jobs on 
average (7 years) than men (8 years)” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002, p. 11). 
 
 

 Does having children affect the rate at which women participate in the labor force? 
 

 Fact 1   “Among mothers with very young children (under 3 years of age), there was a small decline in the 
labor force participation rate between the peak year of 1998 (62%) and the most recent year for which figures 
are available, 2005 (59%)” (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 2). 
 

 Fact 2   “The recession of the early 2000s was harder on women than the recessions of the 1980s or 
1990s…Compared to 1984, prime-age women (25-45) were 3.5 percentage points more likely to be employed 
in 2000, but only 0.8 percentage points more likely to be employed in 2004. Thus, women were overall less 
likely to be in the labor force in 2004, compared to 2000 (3.5 percent versus 0.8 percent)” (Boushey, 2005, p. 
7). 
 

 Fact 3   “In 2004, prime-age women (25-45) with children at home were 9.2 percentage points less likely 
to be in the labor force than were women without children, down from a 9.9 percentage-point penalty in 
2000” (Boushey, 2005, p. 2). 

 
 Fact 4   “In 2004, among women with any children, the business cycle penalty (the labor market’s effect on 

participation rates) was 7.6 percentage points for women with a high-school degree and 3.4 percentage points 
for women with a college degree, while women with an advanced degree have only a 0.5 percentage point 
penalty” (Boushey, 2005, p. 13). 

 
 Fact 5   “Nearly three-quarters of women with a graduate degree who have a child under age 18 at home 

are in the labor force, a rate higher than all other educational groups in this age range, except for women with 
some college…Only 67.7 percent of women with a high-school degree who have a child at home are in the 
labor force” (Boushey, 2005, p. 11). 
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 Fact 6   “Ninety-six point eight percent of women aged 25 to 45 with children are not women in their mid- 
to late-thirties who have advanced degrees” (Boushey, 2005, p. 11). 

 

 What are people’s opinions about the impact of working mothers on society? 
 

 Fact 1   “A 44% plurality of at-home moms consider the increase in working mothers bad for society while 
about half as many (22%) say it is good for society and the remainder take a neutral position (31%). By 
contrast, working moms are split almost evenly between positive (34%), negative (34%), and neutral (31%) 
views of how this trend is affecting society” (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 4). 
 

 Fact 2   “Twenty-four percent of mothers with a college degree say more working mothers is a good thing 
for society, up from 9% in 1997. Mothers with no more than a high school diploma are about equally likely to 
say this trend is a good thing for society now (32%) as did so a decade ago (27%)” (Pew Research Center, 2007, 
p. 4). 

 
 

 What are people’s opinions about the impact of working mothers on their children? 
 

 Fact 1   “At-home mothers (44%) are more likely than employed mothers (30%) to say an at-home mom is 
the ideal situation for children. The at-home group is narrowly divided over whether part-time (41%) or no 
outside work (44%) is the ideal situation for children. Just one-in-ten says a full-time working mother is ideal 
for the children” (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 5). Close to a duplicate 
 

 Fact 2   “A majority of working mothers (52%) say that a mother working part-time is ideal for children. 
Three-in-ten say a mother who doesn’t work outside the home would be ideal for children and about one-in- 
ten (11%) say that a full-time working mother is ideal for children” (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 5). 
 

 Fact 3   “Mothers working full-time give themselves slightly lower ratings as parents, on average, than do 
at-home mothers or mothers employed part-time” (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 2). 
 

 Fact 4   “About four-in-ten (42%) adults say an at-home mother is the ideal situation for children; a nearly 
identical proportion (41%) say a mother working part-time is ideal and just 9% say a mother working full-time 
is ideal for children” (Pew Research Center, 2007, p. 8). 

 

 How have opinions changed about mothers who work and their relationships with their children? 
 

 Fact 1   “The percentage of all employees of all ages who agree (strongly or somewhat) that it’s better for 
all involved if ‘the man earns the money and the woman takes care of the home and children’ has dropped 
significantly and substantially over the past three decades—from 64% in 1977 to 41% in 2008, a decline of 23 
percentage points. Nevertheless, it is important to note that two in five employees still endorse traditional 
gender roles” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 9). 
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 Fact 2   “…women under 30 years old are less likely (31%) than older women (41%) to feel that men should 

earn the money and women should take care of the home and children” (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 
2002, p. 5). 
 

 Fact 3   “In 1977, 70% of men in dual-earner couples thought it was better for men to earn the money and 
for women to care for the home and children. By 2008, only 37% of men in dual-earner couples felt this way, 
perhaps in part reflecting the fact that family income has become increasingly dependent on women’s 
earnings” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 11). 

 
 Fact 4   “The percentage of employees who agree (strongly or somewhat) that ‘a mother who works outside 

the home can have just as good a relationship with her children as a mother who does not work’ has increased 
significantly over the past three decades from 58% in 1977 to 73% in 2008” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, 
p. 12). 

 

 Who is taking care of the children and household chores now that more women are working? 
 

 Fact 1   “The amount of time fathers spend with their children under 13 on workdays has increased from 
two hours to three hours—an increase of one hour. At the same time, the amount of time mothers spend with 
their children under 13 on workdays has remained constant at an average of 3.8 hours” (Galinsky, Aumann, & 
Bond, 2008, p. 14). 
 

 Fact 2   “In 2008, men who say their wives or partners take the most responsibility for child care are no 
longer the majority (48% in 2008 compared with 58% in 1992). The nearly half of employed men (49%) who 
now say they take most or an equal share of child care responsibilities is up from 41% in 1992” (Galinsky, 
Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 16). 
 

 Fact 3   “The percentage of women who say they do most of the cooking has dropped from 75% in 1992 to 
70% in 2008, while the percentage of women who say their husbands do most or an equal share of cooking 
increased from 15% in 1992 to 25% in 2008” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 17). 
 

 Fact 4   “In 1977, the proportions of men and women reporting some or a lot of work-life conflict were 
similar. Men’s work-life conflict, however, has increased significantly from 34% in 1977 to 45% in 2008, while 
women’s work-life conflict has increased less dramatically and not significantly: from 34% in 1977 to 39% in 
2008” (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2008, p. 18). 
 

The Network has additional resources related to this topic.  
 
1. Visit our database of academic literature with citations and annotations of literature related to the issue of  

Women in the Workforce. You can connect to this database at:  
http://library.bc.edu/F?func=find-b-0&local_base=BCL_WF 
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