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When I think of getting paid I think of my mother who worked as a nurse while I 

was growing up.  She almost didn’t become a nurse because my traditional Cajun 

grandfather was adamant that it would be a waste of money to send her to nursing school.  

He said she would just get married, have a bunch of babies and never use her education.  

If it wasn’t for my great grandmother and the Army Cadet Nurse Corps she would have 

never become a nurse.  She proved my grandfather wrong – she worked in nursing until I 

was grown, and her income made a huge difference in the support of our family.  My 

mother had to struggle just to be allowed to have a profession, and it was a female one - 

one that didn’t pay very well.   

 It has been over 40 years since the Equal Pay Act was passed, yet women still 

have to worry about being paid as much as men.  Even though there have been gains, 

women still make 79 cents for every dollar that a man makes.  Occupations are so highly 

segregated by gender that sociologists estimate that from ½ to ¾ of all working women 

would have change careers to achieve gender balance in the workforce.   Why do women 

still make less than men? Why are jobs so segregated by gender?  Why is it taking so 

long to “get paid?” 

How Bad Is It Really? 

 When comparing women’s income as a percentage of men’s there has been a 

steady improvement over last 23 years.  The increase has been due to a decline in men’s 

wages (after controlling for inflation) as much as it has been because of an increase in 

women’s wages. 
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Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2003 

 When comparing average weekly earnings for women and men in the 

occupational categories of education and medicine, men make more than women in all 

categories. The higher the percentage of women in an occupation, the lower the average 

salary.  In some cases women in higher status categories make less than men in lower 

status categories as well.  For example the average woman in post secondary education 

makes less than the average man in secondary education. 
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AVERAGE WEEKLY SALARIES OF 
“HIS” AND “HER” JOBS - EDUCATION 
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Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2004 
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Even within occupations, women tend to be clustered within specialties that are 

not as well paid as men’s.  In libraries, men are more likely to be found in technology 

specialties in libraries, in academic libraries and are more likely to be deans and 

administrators than are women.  All of which pay better. On the college campus, women 

and men are not equally distributed in all academic areas.  On my own campus there were 

only four women who were tenure track in the College of Business in 2002.  Most 

women were in the arts and humanities.  And guess which specialty pays the most, 

Business.  A new faculty member in BA in my university starts at about double the salary 

of someone in the humanities.  Because there are so few women in BA that leads to huge 

in gender inequities in pay. 

Why does this happen anyway?   

 Why after 40 years of legal support why do women still make less than men and 

why are men and women segregated in different occupations?  Gender theory provides 

some important insights for understanding why things are the way they are. According to 

gender theory, almost everything in life is gendered.  One of the most fundamental ways 

we organize our world is as male and female and that this sorting of people is not done 

equally.  That which is defined as male is privileged with higher status and greater value 

than that which is defined as female.  So our work world is organized about “his jobs” 

and “her jobs” – and “his jobs” are more highly paid and more prestigious.  

Our system of gender also defines what we think women and men are “really 

like.”  Think about the stereotypes about women and what believe they are good 

at…”what they are like?”  Women are nurturing.  Women are not competitive and 

women place more importance on relationships than on winning.  People use those 
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beliefs when they hire and we accept those beliefs about ourselves.  The beliefs become 

what we sociologists call a self fulfilling prophecy…or as WI Thomas says in his famous 

quote, “If we believe something is real, it is real in its consequences.”  If we believe that 

women are not competitive we will not consider a woman as an executive where she 

never has the chance to learn negotiation skills or to be competitive in the business world.   

These beliefs become “truths.”  These beliefs also tell us how things “should be”, 

and women and men are sometimes penalized for failing to meet these gendered 

expectations. Do you remember when Hillary Clinton was first lady and she made the 

comment that she had better things to do than stay home and bake cookies.  She received 

a lot of criticism for that statement because women, and especially first ladies, as 

supposed to meet certain standards of femininity, which some felt that statement 

diminished.   

Sometimes these beliefs about gender can be used to reinforce what we already 

want and expect.  For example, Christine Williams from the University of Texas studied 

men in female dominated occupations (1995), including nursing, social work, elementary 

education and librarianship.  She found that the presence of men had conflicting 

“advantages” depending on the expectations of those in the workplace - what people 

wanted to happen. In the 60s and 70s there was a push to recruit men into elementary 

education, believing that the presence of men would increase the status and prestige of 

the occupation.  So those who wanted to recruit men to be elementary school teachers 

said that young boys would benefit from the discipline provided by a male presence in 

the classroom. The opposite logic was used by those who believed that male librarians 

should not be in charge of the children’s story hour, a woman’s presence would provide a 
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more calming atmosphere for young children and therefore fewer discipline problems. 

What they believed depended on whether people were trying to justify the presence of 

men in these occupations.   

 Beliefs about gender tend to advantage men in the workplace and disadvantage 

women and this is best seen again in Williams’ study.  Men in nursing are quickly 

promoted to supervisory positions and are most often in well paid specialties such as 

surgical or psychiatric nursing.  Many of those in authority in these fields believe that 

men are better at taking charge; therefore male supervisors more often promote men to 

administrative positions.  Williams described this practice as the “glass escalator” in 

which the beliefs about how “men really are” put them on the fast track even in female 

occupations….even in spite of objective evidence that these are really just stereotypes 

and the differences are created by our own behavior.  She found that it is even difficult 

for the men themselves to resist the glass escalator. 

QUOTE FROM A MALE LIBRARIAN

They assumed that because I was a 
male-and they told me this-….that 
somehow I wasn’t doing the 
management-oriented work that they 
thought that I should be doing.  As a 
result, I really got a lot of bad 
marks…and I said I couldn’t believe 
this!
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Williams, Christine.  1995 

 

 Mona Harrington (1993) in her study of women lawyers found that women in law 

have to deal with a “male club” atmosphere that treats women as outsiders and makes 

them feel on the margins of the workplace culture.  Women lawyers found the hyper 

masculine quality of the behavior of some trial lawyers conflicted with their own self 

images as women.   

QUOTE FROM A WOMAN LAWYER 

What I find very frustrating is, now I’ve paid 
my dues, I’ve climbed up the ladder, I’ve 
made partner, but I find there is still 
resistance to giving women a real voice of 
authority and really listening to what they 
say. . .The younger men I see come into 
the firm are no different.  They’re still into 
that masculine, tough-it-out, we’re going to 
beat-the-shit-out-of-you-so-you-can-prove-
to-us-that-you’re-a-real-man kind of thing.  
It’s very frustrating 

 

Harrington, Mona.  1993 

 Beliefs about gender also affect the subtle ways in which women experience the 

workplace, and the ways in which they are able to manage their own careers.  Some who 

study women’s wages suggest that a major problem for women is that they just “don’t 

ask” for the salaries they deserve. 
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Good Girls Don’t Ask 

 Some suggest that women don’t make as much as men because women “just don’t 

ask,” especially when negotiating for salary.  Women seem reluctant to negotiate and it 

has been suggested that women are more concerned about sustaining relationships than 

“getting ahead” (Babcock and Laschever, 2003).  Women fear that negotiation will 

disrupt the relationships they value and will compromise their position at work.  Studies 

do suggest that women are less likely to negotiate than are men.  One study asked 

subjects to play the game of Boggle and were told that they would be paid anywhere from 

$3 to $10 to play.  After four games, the researcher went to the subjects and asked them 

“is $3.00 ok?”  Men were 9 times as likely to say no and received the $10 than were 

women, even though women played the game as well as men (Babcock and Laschever, 

2003).  Another survey asked women and men to indicate when they last negotiated.  

Women were more likely to say several months ago in a formal setting such as buying a 

car, while men were more likely to say within the last week in informal situations, 

including home and at work (Babcock and Laschever, 2003).  

 There are financial penalties for not negotiating.  As suggested by Babcock and 

Laschever (2003), if two people started a job at age 22 and one negotiated $5000 more 

than the other so that one had a starting salary of $25,000 and the other a starting salary 

of $30,000 by the age of 60 one would make about $76,000 and the other around 

$92,000, even if they received the same 3% raise each year.  The ability to negotiate 

when taking a job is critical to having pay equity, and women don’t do this as well. 

 It is a mistake to believe however that all we women need to do is to learn to 

negotiate and all pay differences will disappear.  It is not necessarily the case that people 
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are out there waiting to pay use more, we just don’t ask.  It’s a lot more complicated than 

that.  Research has shown that women and men are not on a level playing field when it 

comes time to negotiate.  For example, research has shown that in some cases men take a 

tougher stance with women when negotiating.  For example Ayers and Siegleman (1995) 

found that car dealerships quote initial higher prices to minorities and women.  In 

negotiating, when you start higher you generally settle at a higher price.  Another study 

by Solnick (2001) had respondents play what is called the Ultimatum Game, a game 

designed to measure what people think is fair.  In the game, one player offers a 

proportion of a set amount and the responder can either accept or not.  If the responder 

does not accept the offer, no one gets the money.  People will generally offer what they 

believe is fair.  These researchers found that offers were 12% less generous if the players 

were told that the person responding is a woman.   

 Women have to face gender beliefs about “how women really are” in negotiating.  

A woman is often in a double bind when trying to be assertive and negotiate a better deal 

for her because she comes up against gender expectations that women should be likeable.  

We are expected to be “nice girls.” Research has found that women have to be well liked 

in order to be influential with others. Not so for men. A man’s influence is not tied to his 

likeability. People generally find assertive women unlikable, which makes them less 

likely to be influential with others.  However, in order to be a good negotiator you have 

to be assertive and influential, something difficult for women to achieve because those 

traits can be mutually exclusive in women.  Research has also shown that women who 

adopt the male communications styles of directness and self confidence (traits useful for 
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successful negotiation) are evaluated more negatively, especially by men (Ridgeway, 

2001).    

 Women are also evaluated more negatively when taking leadership positions.  

One study divided subjects into groups of four and each group was given a task of 

deciding on 9 items for someone who crashed on the moon.  A confederate in each group 

played the role of a cooperative, pleasantly assertive leader.  The researchers observed 

the facial expressions of the subjects in response to the leaders’ actions during group 

deliberations.  They found more negative facial expression when the leader was a 

woman, more positive when the leader was a man.  When asked to evaluate the leaders’ 

personal attributes the males were evaluated as having more ability, skill and intelligence 

while the women were evaluated as emotional, bossy and domineering, even when they 

were actually acting in the same way (Eagly, Makhijani and Klonsky, 1992)   In another 

study, respondents were asked to list adjectives to describe female managers (Deal and 

Stevenson, 1998).   

 



 12

FEMALE DESCRIPTORS OF FEMALE 
MANAGERS 

l Able to separate feelings from ideas
lCompetent
lCreative
l Emotionally stable
lHelpful
l Intelligent
l Self controlled
l Sympathetic
lWell informed

 

MALE DESCRIPTORS OF FEMALE 
MANAGERS

l Bitter
lDeceitful
l Easily influenced
l Frivolous
lHasty
lNervous
l Passive
lQuarrelsome
lUncertain

 

Research has also shown that our memory is affected by the stereotypes we have.  

We are more likely to remember those things that are consistent with what we believe to 

be true (Heilman, 2001).  For example, if you believe a woman manager is passive, you 
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are more likely to remember an incident when she is passive than an incident when she is 

not.  This selective memory makes it more difficult for women to be perceived as 

competent and to be valued in the workplace.    

 Women recognize these expectations at some level, which helps to explain 

women’s reluctance to negotiate and be competitive.  It is not necessarily that there is 

something about our inner nature that makes us hesitate to do these things. We 

understand the consequences of violating gender norms.  However, there is a cost to that 

reluctance too, as women who are not assertive are seen as less competent and less 

effective as leaders. Naomi Wolfe (1991) describes this as a “moving line” in which no 

matter how a woman conforms to the standards she just can’t win. 

 Beliefs about women also lead to subtle forms of discrimination that women have 

to deal with in the workplace.  I encounter these in my own job as a sociology professor.  

Students often call me Mrs. Dunham and my male colleagues are always called Dr.  

Students expect us to conform to gender stereotypes to get positive course evaluations for 

our teaching.  Because we are women we are expected to be nurturing, men are not held 

to that standard.  And women faculty have to deal with comments about their appearance 

that men don’t have.  One of my friends received negative comments about her shoes on 

course evaluations.  Another said that her “butt jiggled when she wrote on the 

blackboard”.  These are comments male colleagues don’t get and reflect gendered 

expectations about appearance and behavior that have little to do with our expertise and 

talents as social scientists and scholars.   
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Good Girls Have Families. 

 Beliefs about “what women are like” affect our family responsibilities that have 

consequences for our experiences at work, and our pay.  Women are generally the ones 

who take primary responsibility for the day to day care of children and elderly family 

members. That responsibility derives partly from our beliefs that women are better at 

taking care of others. When a child is sick, it is most often mom who leaves work to bring 

the child home from school.  When we have aging parents who need care, it is most often 

women who provide it, especially the labor intensive, hands on care.  Moms are also 

more likely to make career decisions that allow them to accommodate their family 

responsibilities.  Moms are often like my mom who took a less lucrative job as a school 

nurse to be home with her children.  This is also true of the women in my own study of 

employed caregivers for family members with dementia.  The influential book the 

36Hour Day says it very well, that dementia care is around the clock and very 

demanding.  The women in my study continued paid employment even though they were 

determined to care for their husbands or parents with Alzheimer’s disease in the home, 

under these difficult circumstances (Dunham & Dietz, 2003).  They did that by making 

career sacrifices.  One woman quit her job in a public relations firm and took four part 

time jobs to care for her father.  She went from an executive position to doing phone 

solicitation and selling cosmetics, all of which were less well paid and offered less 

security, but she did it because she wanted to take care of her father.    Other women in 

the study retired early (which meant a lower pension lifetime pension), quit their jobs so 

they could move to another city where they could care for a family member and refused 

promotions, all because of their responsibility to provide care for family members.  Even 
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when women hired professional help, they are still responsible for their family members’ 

care.  Even after institutionalizing family members in nursing homes, women still had to 

take time to visit, to see that parents were getting proper care and to see that they are 

getting the things they need.  Rosanna Herz in her study of two career couples found that 

even when well to do families hire domestic help to care for children and take care of the 

household, the woman still has a greater responsibility for family.  Women in her study 

hired the help, made sure they did their jobs, and filled in when domestic help wasn’t 

available, all of which had consequences for their careers.   

 Things are made worse because of the economic pressure on American families 

today.  As corporations downsize and restructure, those who are still employed have 

additional pressures to perform at work and put in longer hours.  They have to conform to 

what Joan Williams (2000) calls the ideal worker norm.  Now in order to be successful in 

the corporate world, workers are expected to be willing to work more than 40 hours, to 

take fewer vacations and other days off and make work their life’s priority.  Those who 

do not are penalized either by not being considered for promotions or worse yet, being 

the ones laid off when it is time to restructure again. This is true for both men and women 

but because of the gendered nature of our lives, females are more likely to pay that price.  

This is why even though employers offer work and family accommodations, workers 

often don’t use them.  One example of this is in Hochschild influential study, The Time 

Bind (1997).  She studied a company she called Amerco, a company well known for its 

family friendly policies, and asked the question why didn’t the employees use these 

programs.  She found that because of the pressures to conform to the ideal worker norm, 

workers believed that taking advantage of programs such as part time work and family 
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leave would define them as not serious about their work.  This was reinforced by subtle 

messages from coworkers and supervisors.  For example, one father who took family 

leave said that he was constantly teased about taking time off to “watch soap operas and 

eat bon bons” and not do any “real.”   This company had been through a series of lay offs 

in the past, and workers expressed concern that if there were another round of lay offs,  

they would be the ones perceived as expendable.    In Robert Drago’s study of academics 

(2000), he called this lack of use of programs “bias avoidance” as academics tried to 

avoid being perceived as not an ideal worker and paying the consequences of lower raises 

and a reduced likelihood of being tenured.       

CONCLUSION 

 Thinking again about how my mother wasn’t paid, you can see that her choices 

were limited to a female dominated career- nursing, which was paid less than other 

occupations.  Her options were limited by my grandfather’s beliefs about the life his 

daughter would lead…and the assumptions that her career and a family could not coexist.  

And her options were limited by the assumption that women must put family first, and 

her subsequent decision to take a less well paid job in order to take care of her children.  

These subtle factors that women have to face, as well as beliefs about women’s abilities 

to negotiate and be leaders in the workplace, makes it difficult to change the current 

world of “his” jobs and “her” jobs.  And it makes it difficult to change the assumption 

that somehow what men do is more valuable, and should have higher pay than what 

women do.   

SO WHAT DO WE NEED TO DO TO FINALLY GET PAID? 
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 Women can adopt personal strategies to increase their chances in the workplace.   

A woman may not have the experience and training that make her skilled in negotiation, 

and learning such things as how to prepare, what to ask for and how to handle 

counteroffers will help women to increase their confidence.  It is especially important that 

women adopt strategies to deal with the gendered expectation that they “be a nice girls.” 

Mentors and role models can serve as examples of successful strategies for dealing with 

being a woman in the workplace.  It is important to learn from the examples of women 

who have successfully negotiated gendered demands in the workplace.  Also strong 

relationship with other women at work can help us in a variety of ways.  Women who are 

experiencing the same problems and issues can be invaluable sources of support.  They 

provide ideas on how to deal with problems and affirmation that what we are doing is 

valued.  Having another woman to talk things over with and validate our feelings can be 

of enormous help in giving us the confidence to push for change.   Alliances with other 

women in the workplace can also mitigate the feelings of isolation a woman can have in 

male dominated work settings.   

 But adapting to male expectations for us as workers as a strategy for success can 

only be a temporary solution.  We need to think about long term strategies for real change 

in the workplace.  We need to create changes in work culture that accept women for their 

individual talents rather for what people expect them to do based on their gender.  We 

need to create work places that do not penalize women for being assertive and looking 

out for their own interests, yet understands the importance of the nurturance and 

connectiveness that a woman may bring to the workplace.  We need changes in work 

culture so that we no longer stack the deck in favor of men, including the restrictiveness 
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of the glass escalator and the “male club” atmosphere of some professions.  Women and 

men need to work together to make change, both in the workplace and in their 

communities.  This is the hope for the future in which “nice girls will finally get paid.”     
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