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CHAPTER1


Introduction




Are you paid as much as a man would be if he had your job?

Most working women today, if they’re over thirty, would probably blurt out, “No. A man would be getting more.”

Their intuitive sense is borne out by the facts. Women working full-time—not part-time, not on maternity leave, not as consultants—still earn only 77 cents for every full-time male dollar. Very few individual women can ever find out exactly what their male counterparts would be making in the same job. But that yawning gap between the average male and average female paycheck is a pretty good clue that he’d be paid more.

If you’re a woman, what would you do with that extra 23 cents—an increase of nearly one third on top of your current 77-cent paycheck—a raise that got you even with men?

The wage gap has been stalled for more than a decade. It exists between women and men working at every economic level, from waitresses to corporate lawyers, from nurse’s aides to CEOs. Getting Even tackles the questions: Why are women’s paychecks still so far behind? And what do we have to do to catch up?

Let me explain how I became interested in women’s pay—and why these questions are particularly urgent now. Back in the 1960s, when I started working full-time as a newly minted Ph.D. economist, women earned 59 cents for every dollar earned by men. At the time, I accepted the common explanation that the gender wage gap existed because of a “merit gap.” Women, this theory went, were not as well educated as men, hadn’t worked as long, or were working in low-skill, stopgap jobs until they got married while men were working at higher-end jobs as family breadwinners. But this “merit gap” was closing. Women were streaming into colleges and jobs. Like many observers, I was convinced that the wage gap would soon close.

Over my working life, I have kept my eye on that number. And for roughly the next two decades, my widely shared expectation seemed to be coming true. The gender wage gap narrowed slowly but steadily. By 1993, women were making 77 cents to a man’s dollar.

Then came a shock. In 1994, despite the growing economy, the gender wage gap abruptly widened. A wider wage gap? That took my breath away. Worse, this reversal came at a time when the Dow Jones Industrial Average was starting its spectacular climb and the economy was chugging into a period of historically high employment, when every worker was needed, when highly qualified women had long been graduating at the same rates as men. How could that be?

Nor was this increased wage gap a statistical aberration. Over the next several years women continued to lose ground. This made no sense. More than 40 million American working women were educated, experienced, and holding full-time jobs comparable to men’s. This was a fair comparison of full-time female workers to full-time male workers, apples to apples. It left out all women who worked part-time, who were on leave, or who had dropped out of the labor force to be stay-at-home moms or caretakers for elderly relatives. Like men, these women had families dependent on their earnings. Some, like some men, were furiously ambitious, working night and day to get ahead. Most, like most men, worked hard at their nine-to-five or swing-shift schedules to keep those badly needed paychecks coming in. Why, instead of catching up, were these hardworking women suddenly falling further behind? What had changed? And why weren’t women alarmed by this?

Maybe it was because individual working women didn’t necessarily notice that they were losing ground. In fact, many women were dumbstruck by how much more money they were making than they’d ever imagined possible. Women were comparing themselves with themselves, their income and achievements with their own expectations—and by that measure, they were doing great.

But the wage gap is not about an individual’s comparison with herself. It compares the average earnings of all women with the average earnings of all men. Over the course of the decade, many women’s earnings rose. Yet as the economy steamed ahead in the mid-1990s, on average, women’s earnings did not go up as much as men’s did. For instance, women in their late fifties and early sixties saw their paychecks growing as they approached retirement—but men of the same age saw their paychecks increase almost seven times more than women’s did. And that signaled a major social injustice.

The real outrage was that precisely the opposite should have happened. The 1990s was the decade in which women should have closed the wage gap. Women had all but closed the “merit gap.” But the wage gap had not only remained astonishingly wide but was going backward. The mid-1990s’ widening in the wage gap was too large and too sustained to be explained by casual social theories such as time-outs for motherhood, new elder care demands, welfare moms forced to work, or a handful of high-achieving women who abandoned their careers. And the persistently wide size of the gap—almost 25 cents—required explanation. Why weren’t women’s earnings catching up to men’s in these boom times, when the gap should have closed?

Having watched the wage gap all my working life, I couldn’t get my mind off these questions. For me, the wage gap is a keenly personal issue. Neither of my parents went to college; I didn’t start out aimed toward an intellectual or professional career. To put myself through college, I waited tables at an ice cream parlor, punched a desk calculator, and did general office work at a government job. I’ve always known I had to live on my paycheck—and that many other women must as well.

And so I began asking everyone I came across—nurses, businesspeople, politicians, journalists, academic researchers, transit authority workers, women and men, black and brown and white—how they might explain this shift. Few had noticed. But after a pause, whomever I was speaking with almost invariably started to tell a story of unfair treatment in the workplace. For instance, a top-ranking physician at a Boston teaching hospital told me that of course female doctors didn’t earn as much as the male doctors: while women did the grunt work in committees, men were awarded administrative appointments that boosted their income. A veteran clerical worker in California said that, despite her college degree and twenty-five years’ experience, she earned less than the newly hired, unskilled men her government department hired to pick up “ratty old sofas” abandoned on curbsides. And a laid-off computer programmer, a strong and athletic woman who tried to get temporary “light industrial” work—unskilled factory or construction labor—was told to come back on a day when they had “women’s work” such as filing or telemarketing. Consider the experience of a midwestern psychiatric case manager. When her unit had an opening, she suggested a man with whom she had previously worked. “He didn’t have any more experience than I did,” she recounts. “They offered him the job at, like, three thousand dollars more than what I had been offered.” She knew that because he told her.

The details varied. But the theme was utterly consistent: Men’s jobs paid more. Men advanced more easily. And that was costing women money—real money that we needed in our everyday lives, to buy groceries or put a down payment on a house or save for retirement.

Most women harbor some such memory of unfair treatment, some irritating or infuriating moment that almost surely set back her wages: that job where colleagues treated her as incompetent, the position where the manager insisted on taking the team to Hooters each Friday until she finally left for a lower-paying spot, or the time her manager passed her over for promotion because, he said, now that she was a mom she had other responsibilities. Most women have such a story to tell.

Throughout Getting Even, stories will be told of women who volunteered to talk about their experiences at work. Some of these were solicited in a small-scale research project of the kind social scientists call “qualitative” rather than “quantitative.” I recruited women through several public Web sites.1 Others found their way to me informally, as the word got out about what I was doing. Still others were found because they were named plaintiffs in discrimination lawsuits or because their EEOC attorneys asked them if they would be willing to speak with me. Many asked for anonymity, out of concern that their stories might be used to set back their paychecks. These women were by no means a “random sample,” as that term is used in statistics or social science. Nevertheless, they come from very different walks of life. They live in a variety of regions and work in many kinds of jobs and industries: a secretary in Hollywood, a corporate executive at a Fortune 100 manufacturing firm, a manager in the U.S. Justice Department, a midwestern insurance analyst, an independent New Hampshire carpenter, and so on.

I tell these stories to illustrate and illuminate the stark data that is Getting Even’s backbone. Women today are stuck making almost a quarter less than men. Why? Because of unfair treatment on the job—unfair treatment that may not always be intentional, but is so deeply ingrained that it will continue unless we act.

Getting Even is written for every woman—and for every man who cares about the women in his life. It’s written for the woman who has seethed under such a moment of injustice—and for the man who’s been furious on hearing her tale. It’s written for the woman who assumes she is getting paid fairly but who has not yet considered how unfair treatment might be crippling her paycheck—and for the man who hasn’t yet recognized how his wife’s crimped wages are hurting their family finances. Most important, Getting Even is written for every woman who doesn’t want to pass the wage gap on to her daughters—and for every man who cares whether his wife, girlfriend, daughters, sisters, nieces, and granddaughters are being paid fairly.

Getting Even’s premises are simple. The gender wage gap is unfair. It’s still with us, and it’s not going away on its own. It pinches the daily lives of women throughout the country, at every economic level. It is being passed along from one decade to the next, from one generation to the next. It measures discrimination against women on the job, which comes in many forms. The most blatant barriers to women in the workforce may be down, but that just makes eliminating the “hidden” barriers—unspoken assumptions, unexamined attitudes, habitual ways of behaving—that much more urgent. In 2000, two thirds of all U.S. working women were still crowded into twenty-one of the five hundred occupational categories. Legal changes have been helpful, but government can’t do everything that’s necessary to close the gap the rest of the way.

But there is a solution. Women (and sympathetic men) have to stop making excuses about why our wages are lower than men’s. We have to look at the problem squarely, as this book will. And then we have to work together at the pragmatic solution laid out in Getting Even’s final section. A few visionary employers, such as MIT’s former president Charles Vest, have figured out how to treat women fairly. The solution is not rocket science. It involves paying close and sustained attention to how women and men are treated and measuring progress along the way. Working women (and the men who care about them) need to stand up for ourselves on the job. We need to work together to pressure every boss to follow MIT’s lead and to get women even. If we all work at this together, steadily and attentively, women can—and will!—be paid just like men, in just one decade.

That’s why I’ve titled this book Getting Even, which is meant to be simultaneously provocative, funny, and quite serious. You’ve heard the saying behind it: “Don’t get mad; get even.” I’ve always taken this to mean we should be smart about how we correct wrongdoings. Anger has its place, if it prompts you to respond with thoughtfulness and care. That’s this book’s goal: to get you angry enough to act; to offer up an overall strategy that will fix women’s wages; and to give you constructive tools so that you, as an individual, can get financially even with men. Getting you angry should, unfortunately, be easy enough. Getting Even will do this simply by examining how much the wage gap is costing women, each and every day. It will show you what it means to be deprived of nearly one fourth of your rightful income. It will calculate how much you—or your sisters, daughters, nieces, granddaughters—are losing over a lifetime. The wage gap has a higher cost than most women will admit to themselves. Getting Even will look unflinchingly at that deprivation.

The subtitle tells you a little more: Why Women Don’t Get Paid Like Men—and What to Do About It. That word “why” is important. This book is full of stories, statistics, research, and facts—about sex discrimination, about the wage gap, about lawsuits, about women’s experiences on the job—so that you can see that, when you face unfair treatment, you are not alone. We have to know why things are as they are before we can come up with an effective plan for what to do. (If you’re interested in more scholarly detail about the whys and wherefores, follow the endnotes to academic studies and legal cases about how discrimination permeates workplaces’ nooks and crannies.)

Until this book, you will not have read that the wage gap is all about discrimination. Since the passage of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, academic and media analysts have theorized that the wage gap exists because something is wrong with women. Such theories have included these: women are less educated; women don’t work as long or as hard as men; women haven’t been in jobs for as many years; women aren’t as committed to work.

Over time, as those more obvious differences between working women and men narrowed but the wage gap remained, analysts proposed finer-grained distinctions. For instance, you’ve probably heard these: Women are less skilled in negotiating; women are not strong leaders; women choose family over work. But note that the central theory remains the same: Women are deficient.

Here’s the problem: economic and academic analysts are confined by their data’s limitations. They’re trying to draw conclusions based on the available nationwide statistics, which are provided by the U.S. Census Bureau and U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, and which describe working people by their age, race, gender, educational attainment, job earnings—and nothing more. When social scientists try to draw conclusions about the wage gap based only on data about workers’ demographic characteristics, they’re drawing conclusions from only part of the picture. They’re not looking at behavior in the workplace—and so their theories are limited.

Alarm bells should go off when a forty-year-old theory no longer matches the facts. Working women’s characteristics have essentially caught up with men’s. The wage gap persists. So either the theory is inadequate or the data are inadequate, or—as Getting Even will show—both are inadequate. So let’s try a new theory: Women are essentially equal workers, but employers are not treating them equally. That would explain the wage gap. But economic analysts will not be able to measure such a theory until they also look at data from behind employers’ doors.

Such internal employment data can be hard to get. Sometimes lawyers can get such data when a woman sues her employer, and depositions and document searches bring forth comparative wage information and other important facts about that employer’s pay schedules, policies, and practices. But government does not collect from all employers information about jobs and wages that’s broken down by sex. Keep that in mind while you read this book. Today’s conventional wisdom about what causes the gender wage gap ignores anything that happens behind employers’ doors.

That’s why Getting Even will spend six chapters looking at exactly that. I’ve assembled and examined records—never before collected in one place—of recent lawsuits in which sex discrimination was so obvious and so clearly documented that courts actually awarded women money to compensate for their losses, or that employers settled and paid women to avoid the risk and expense of a court finding against them. As you’ll see, women have to be treated very badly before that happens. And yet employers are paying out millions upon millions of dollars, year after year, as a tax on their ongoing misbehavior toward women. As I write this preface, in the autumn of 2004, two of the biggest recent stories have been about sex discrimination at Wal-Mart and at Merrill Lynch. Clearly discrimination transcends both class and geography. You’ll be shocked—I certainly was—to read just how bad, and how widespread, that misbehavior is.

In addition, Getting Even examines how the very same kinds of unfair treatment crimps the worklives of women who cannot afford a lawsuit’s risks and costs. This kind of insidious sex discrimination rarely hits the headlines. It’s what happens when a man is promoted on his potential while a woman has to prove herself first. Or when a man who has a child is given a raise on the assumption that he now must support a family (a bump up that’s so common researchers call it the “daddy bonus”), while a woman who has a child is automatically shunted off the promotion track on the assumption that she’s now unreliable. Many women shove such incidents aside so that they can get on with their lives. But it’s still costing them, and their families, dearly.

So who decides which actions, policies, and behaviors are discriminatory? From campaigning for public office, I learned to trust the people who talked with me in their living rooms, their offices, and on factory floors. They were the ones who best understood the conditions they faced. Journalists would capture their stories in newspaper articles. Researchers would absorb and analyze their stories in academic studies. But the people on the front lines, in their own words and with their own ways of explaining their experiences, were the ones who taught me the most vivid lessons.

Most women go through their work lives doing the best they can at their jobs; they don’t sit around totting up every slight or injustice if they feel there’s nothing they can do about it. But when asked to step back and examine their employers’ behavior, they—and only they—are in a position to consider whether or not their workplace is fair. Women are the experts on what unfairness they encounter at work every day—whether it’s as blatant as being told mothers can’t be promoted or as subtle as a woman’s good work being attributed to luck instead of effort. Experts all have important perspectives: lawyers, economists, sociologists, public policy analysts, social psychologists, organizational specialists, business schools, ethics experts, and all the rest. Each profession looks at wage discrimination through its own lens and adds different insights into how and why women are treated unfairly, many of which I have tried to include in this book. But in this book, working women get the last word on what happened to them on the job.

Decide for yourself, as you read these stories in combination with the rest of this book, whether this approach seems fair. Draw your own conclusions based on these lawsuits, studies, statistics, and stories. See whether other women’s experiences resonate with your own. Decide for yourself whether the wage gap is women’s own fault—or is due to discrimination.

The second half of Getting Even’s subtitle is just as important as the first: “what to do” so that women get paid fairly. Many women and men have worked on efforts to close the wage gap. And those efforts have had important results. Essential laws have been passed. Lawsuits have been, and continue to be, brought against outrageously unfair employers. Women’s organizations, diversity consultants, and “work-family” specialists have pushed to make offices and factories more female-friendly. Economists have evaluated the statistical factors involved in pay equity. Social scientists have researched the mental mechanisms behind bias. And yet the wage gap persists.

It needn’t persist any longer. We can get rid of the wage gap in ten years. Having academic, government, politics, and business experience gives me a rare 360-degree view of the wage problem—and of how to solve it. I’m trained as an economist, so I can slice and dice statistics and data until I’ve squeezed out the juice. I’ve held top government posts, such as Massachusetts secretary of economic affairs, secretary of environmental affairs, and lieutenant governor—where I learned intimately what government can and cannot do. Government can lead by setting out laws and mandates. It can punish those who flagrantly violate the American social consensus about what’s just. But it cannot micromanage or even monitor how employers carry out their daily legal and moral responsibilities to be fair, whether that means paying women and men equally or ensuring a real shot at advancement for women and other historically disadvantaged groups.

Employers have to close the wage gap. I know they can. I’ve been a business executive and served as director on actively involved corporate boards, so I know how to see through an organizational chart and a balance sheet—and how to manage and motivate folks on the line and in the boardroom. That’s important. If women are to get even, businesses will have to change their policies and practices—in ways that are not especially difficult or expensive. The boss can, and must, insist that women be paid fairly. Research, methodologies, and specialists are available to help.

So how can we persuade bosses to commit their organizations to paying women fairly? Pressure. Getting Even will ask every woman in this country to act on behalf of her own (and other women’s) paychecks. Some of us will work individually to bring up our own wages. Some of us will work together, in a very loosely coordinated national campaign, which I will sketch out at the book’s end. Whenever I speak about this subject in public, as I often do, women afterward ask what they can do to help. That’s why I know it can be done. Together, we can push bosses to do the right thing.

To some, this plan may sound too ambitious; to others, it may sound too slow. But keep reading. I believe I can convince you not only that this must be done, but that it can be done.

What ExactlyIsDiscrimination?

What do I mean by discrimination? Each profession—economists, social scientists, lawyers, politicians, businesspeople, and so on—has a technical definition of the term. But Getting Even uses the broadest and most common understanding of “discrimination”: treating women and men differently not because of merit but because of sex. That’s the meaning in law. In Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Congress made it illegal for employers to discriminate on the basis of sex as well as race, color, religion, and national origin. This sweeping law doesn’t give employers latitude: an employer is discriminating when any woman at any time is treated unfairly based solely on her sex.

This book uses the phrases “sex discrimination” and “wage discrimination” interchangeably. While “sex discrimination” is the legal language in the 1964 Civil Rights Act’s Title VII, “wage discrimination” is my phrase for reminding readers that this discrimination costs women money. Because Americans are committed to fairness, we may rail against discrimination in and of itself. But Getting Even focuses on the fact that discrimination is wrong morally and legally because of its financial consequences. When a boss denies a working mother a well-deserved promotion because he assumes she doesn’t want more responsibilities and then gives a less qualified man the chance to move up in her place, she loses money. Her paycheck is less than what it could and should be. When a woman is so sexually intimidated she cannot do her best work in the office or on the plant floor, that costs her money, too.

Sex discrimination is not some abstract principle. Sex discrimination costs women money—money we can ill afford to lose. One of this book’s goals is to get you to think instinctively of that cost whenever you face, or hear about, unfair treatment. Sex discrimination, wage discrimination, sexual harassment discrimination, occupational segregation, being “mommy-tracked”: that’s money being taken out of your wallet.

Are women always right when they claim discrimination? Of course not. Sometimes human beings make mistakes, or distort, or even lie. But in my experience, most women step back and try to assess a situation impartially—even when it’s happening to them. Women will often bend over backward to be fair. For the purposes of this book, it doesn’t matter whether that’s because of nature, nurture, or culture. Here’s what matters: few women make formal discrimination charges lightly. As you’ll see, most women realize that charging or suing for discrimination is a daunting prospect, likely to permanently set back a career.

Who Is Affected by the Gender Wage Gap?

The wage gap does not affect all women equally. The appalling fact is that on average African-American and Hispanic women earn much less than Caucasian women. African-American women earn only 70 cents for every dollar an average man earns, whereas Hispanic women earn only 58 cents to the average male dollar.2 As a result, many of these women live even more dangerously close to, and in, poverty, simply because they are not men and not white.

Similarly, discrimination’s knife cuts more painfully into the wallets of women at the economy’s bottom than in its upper reaches. When a female marketing executive faces wage discrimination, she loses an important chunk of earning power. When a female janitor faces wage discrimination, she may lose the ability to keep a roof over her children’s heads.

Getting Even focuses on how the wage gap bites into all these women’s budgets. Women higher on the income scale lose more money. Women lower on the income scale teeter more dangerously toward disaster. All women lose. All women—rich or poor, whatever their race, color, native language—are being cheated by wage discrimination, which is far more entrenched in the American economy than most people realize. None of us will catch up unless, with the help of one another and sympathetic men, women act—not only by turning to the government but also by proving to American employers that we will not accept the depth and breadth of wage discrimination within our own workplaces.

Working together, we can wipe out wage discrimination within the next ten years. But before I show you how, let me show you why.










CHAPTER2


Why Not a Dollar?




Sometimes I ask people, “What should women be earning today compared with men?” I don’t ask what women are earning, which hardly anyone can answer with certainty, but what women should be earning. Most people shrug and say they have no idea, or guess that it should be about eighty cents to a man’s dollar.

No one says “One dollar.” That is the correct answer. There should be no gender wage gap at all.

Is that an exaggeration? Statisticians point out that women do not yet have quite as many years’ experience in the workforce as men have. It’s true that for the generation that began working in the 1960s, fewer women than men have a steady forty or fifty years of on-the-job experience. So maybe there should be a gap of a few pennies—at most!—to reflect that slight disadvantage. But not 23 cents’ worth. Social scientists hedge their conclusions about what causes that broad gap with disclaimers. They acknowledge that biases exist in their measurements. They admit that they cannot say for sure that differences between women and men in what’s called “merit”—education, experience, and other personal capital—add up to 23 cents. But despite the absence of rock-hard proof, this explanation has been accepted. Instead of demanding an immediate end to the wage gap, most Americans believe that it’s closing slowly, at an evolutionary pace, moving women penny by penny toward equality.

But that’s just not so. If the explanations heard forty years ago were correct—if the reason for the wage gap was indeed that there was a “merit gap” and that in 1965 women had inferior qualifications, little experience, and less career commitment—that gap would have disappeared by now. The wage gap should have closed more than a decade ago. Instead, for several years during the 1990s, it actually widened.1 It should have disappeared at every rung, from entry level to executive suite. Women have closed the education, career time, and commitment gap. So why hasn’t the wage gap closed as well?

Some commentators answer this question by pulling out little slivers of data—comparing, say, male and female engineering graduates’ starting salaries in a particular year—to announce that women are already even. Their claim is that young women and young men (in that job category, at least, for that year) made just about the same amount when they got their first jobs. Therefore, the claim goes, the gender wage gap is over: the very newest generation of adults has gotten even.

But that’s just plain wrong. The only way to reach such a conclusion is to cherry-pick the most equal job category during its most equal year (ignoring the vast majority of working women, who are far from equal)—and then to ignore how those young women fare as the years go by. Otherwise, here’s what you find: women start out behind, and the longer they work, the further behind they fall. One former bank clerk (now an administrator) told me that when she and her husband entered the job market in the 1970s, doing the same work, they “started off at the same range of pay and he just completely left me behind. His salary just kept going up and up every year, and mine just went up incrementally.”

That experience has continued for every generation since. We have heard in recent years that young women have caught up within high school and college, matching or surpassing young men as valedictorians, school newspaper editors, and the like. But that’s no longer true once women and men start competing not for grades and accolades but for dollars. No matter how nearly equal some are at that first job, the wage gap between men and women in their age group keeps widening throughout their lives.

Take those new graduates just entering the job market, the data sliver sometimes held up as proof of emerging equality. For a brief shining moment in 1991, young women and young men in their first postcollege jobs did get much closer to even: the women earned $20,556 while the men earned $22,479, just (just!) a 9 percent difference. That sounds terrific: 9 percent, when only thirty years before it had been 41 percent. Had that apparent trend continued, women and men might be even by now. But it did not—not for that generation of women, who rapidly fell farther behind, and not for their little sisters, for whom even the entering wage gap widened. The young women and men who entered the job market in 2003 were actually farther apart than their counterparts in 1991.2 When these women started working, they earned 16 percent less than young men college grads. So much for the optimistic belief that the gender wage gap is steadily declining with each successive generation of workers.

Why have so many of us held that belief? Because most people thought that the wage gap was narrowing over the last forty years because women were catching up on “merit.” A close analysis of the data proves that it’s not so. The largest drop in the wage gap—a hefty 8 cents during the 1980s—came not because women were catching up, but because men’s real wages were declining, as manufacturing left the United States. Women caught up at men’s expense. That’s much of the story in the post–World War II American economy: in bad economic times, men’s wages flatten, even decline; women catch up only by comparison, not because they’re actually gaining more equal treatment on the job. Look at that unpleasant increase in the starting wage gap between female and male college graduates in 1991 and 2003. American women’s hard work, increasing skills, and improving qualifications do not put us on an inevitable course toward equal pay.

If You Graduated in 1991,

Your Raises Have Not Kept Pace with Men’s

Let’s illustrate that more fully by looking at what’s happened to a single generation of women and men—a generation whose mothers worked, whose entire lives had been spent under the assumption that they could and would be equal on the job.

What happened to your wages if you graduated from college and entered the job market in 1991? Over the decade, their raises did not keep pace with men’s. At the beginning of the decade, they were making 91 cents to a man’s dollar. By the end of the decade, these very same women were making only 89 cents to a man’s dollar. These women fell behind. They lost money. Their wage gap widened.

Let me repeat that: Their wage gap expanded during the nation’s biggest economic expansion since the 1950s. It expanded for the generation of women and men most equally prepared for the job market in history. The wage gap widened. In 2003, the 25-to-34-year-old women who had graduated from college were making, on average, $47,364—and the men who had graduated alongside them were making, on average, $53,271. Women’s real wages had grown by 130 percent—while men’s real wages had grown by 137 percent.

Remember, these are no longer baby boomers, the ones who were just breaking open the doors to women’s employment, fighting male chauvinist attitudes and general social resistance, and who may have aimed too low, considering that often their mothers didn’t work. These young adults grew up with mothers who were just as educated, qualified, employed, and employable as their fathers. These young men and women didn’t simply grow up believing that women could work, if given the chance; they actually knew women who were bus drivers and doctors, heavy-metal guitarists and helicopter pilots, corporate managers and professional tennis players, state senators and Supreme Court justices. These aren’t the trailblazers. These are the trail followers.

Remember, too, that most of these college-educated women could not afford to drop out of work for a couple of years to be stay-at-home moms. These women took their maternity leave (and some husbands even took paternity leave) to have a child—and then had to go right back to full-time work. Those families needed both paychecks—the wife’s and the husband’s—just to keep up their standard of living.3

These full-time, year-round working women hadn’t even hit their thirty-fifth birthdays, and they were already behind by $6,000 a year—when they had started only $2,000 a year behind. That’s a lot of tamales, diapers, or movies. Add that up for a few years, and that’s a Ford F150 SuperCrew instead of a Chevy Cavalier. That’s a renovated kitchen, a year’s college tuition, a time-share in Florida, a significant retirement fund contribution.

Young women with only a high school diploma fell even further behind during these years. When between the ages of 18 to 24 these women entered the job market in 1991, working year-round and full-time, they were earning an average of $13,558—while men with their age, education, and experience earned $16,559. That was a nasty 18 percent gap.4 By 2003, these women earned 22 cents less for every dollar their male counterparts took home. Having started out earning $3,000 a year less than their male peers, these women were now earning $7,000 a year less—an enormous bite out of a low-wage paycheck.

Women who graduated from professional schools and started their working careers in 1991 fared a little better than these other working women. When between the ages of 25 and 34 these women entered the job market, working year-round and full-time, they were earning an average of $43,429—while men with their age, credentials, and experience earned $61,038. That was a nasty 29 percent gap for a group of people with the same qualifications. By the year 2003, female J.D.s, M.B.A.s, and M.D.s between the ages of 35 and 44 were making an average of $97,756 each year while men their age, with the same credentials, made $113,805, outearning them by only—only!—14 percent.

Except for that small number of high-earning women with professional degrees, this recent generation of women starting their working careers followed that same old trend: the longer they worked, the more they fell behind.

Women Fall Farther Behind Men over a Lifetime

The wage gap is an expanding bullet in a woman’s finances, tearing away at her checkbook more and more each year. Perhaps that’s why, for so many women, the creeping suspicion that things are unfair transforms into a smoldering sense of outrage somewhere between the ages of 35 and 45. Having expected that by working hard they would earn the appropriate rewards, they look around in some shock—and reluctantly realize that the men they graduated with or were hired alongside are farther along in their finances and careers. They come to the distressing conclusion that either they’ve utterly bungled their careers—or they’ve been cheated out of their rightful earnings.

Heidi Hartmann, president of the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, who’s been tracking the shifts in men’s and women’s wages for decades, says that when times are good, men advance more than women do. Nobody knows why. But understanding why is important. For that brief moment between 1993 and 2000, women should have gotten even. These were the most promising set of circumstances since the mid-1960s, which saw the Equal Pay Act passed in 1963; Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, which banned gender discrimination at work, passed in 1964; and an Executive Order banning discrimination by federal employees and federal contractors, issued in 1965. That’s when we as a nation started paying attention to the idea that women deserve equal pay.

In the 1990s, more than a generation later, women were as qualified as men in just about every particular. This was the decade in which the economy’s transformation from brawn to brains, from a manufacturing to a service- and information-based economy, seemed complete. And that’s where women are just as well equipped as men: in human relations, in verbal and numeric skills (if you look at the SATs or GREs), in solving problems and creating ideas. America’s commitment to reaching wage equality for women—and all that meant for women and men becoming socially equal as well—had failed.

If women’s earnings could not catch up to men’s in a time of nearly unreal prosperity, at a time when women’s qualifications had caught up, what was holding them back?

The answer is simple: discrimination.










CHAPTER3


The Personal Cost of the Wage Gap: A Second-Class Life





My ex-husband moved out. I have purchased the house that we moved into, and it is pretty expensive for my salary. I am trying not to be too attached to it, in case we can’t afford it.

—50-year-old civil service employee, Maryland

I could not support myself on a woman’s wage. Women cannot. That’s why they depend on men. This is why—if you don’t make enough to keep yourself off the streets, to put a roof over your head, to eat, to pay for a car, to pay for insurance—if you don’t make enough on a normal wage to pay for all that, you’re going to have to depend on another income.

—45-year-old worker, Washington

I used to worry about [retirement], a lot. I did. Because I had nothing, when I was a single parent, other than Social Security. And everybody knows that that’s kind of iffy. All those years raising my kids by myself, I could put nothing towards my retirement, nothing.

—50-year-old carpenter, New Hampshire



This book’s goal is to add up the personal and social costs of wage discrimination, and to show how it can be eliminated. That 23-cent gender wage gap is a personal gap in each woman’s life: vacations not taken, dental work put off, or lessons her children are denied.

Few women think about it this way. Women don’t talk about what they should have earned, or how each year’s missing lump of money—whether one thousand, ten thousand, or fifty thousand dollars—would have added up over her lifetime. Most women know they have not been paid as much as equally qualified men. But I’ve never heard a woman let herself dwell on how much that meant she was deprived of overall—or how much more her male coworker could afford that she could not.

Surely that attitude is personally sensible: no sane person wants to dwell on what she believes she can’t have. Immersed in the relentless current of day-to-day life, few women have the time, energy, or fury to step back and count up what that missing pay has subtracted from their daily lives—let alone how they have been deprived over a lifetime. But you can hear the costs in their conversations, if you listen closely: the missing retirement fund, the nonexistent car, the precarious mortgage, the clothes worn past their expiration dates. Maybe an unexpected change in financial circumstances—especially the loss of a husband’s income through layoff, divorce, or death—cut the shoestring on which a woman has been hanging financially, so that she and her children were faced with sharp and sometimes drastic financial choices from week to week or day to day.

Consider the stark case of a New York City middle manager1 whose boss—noting that she had an hour-and-a-half commute to work each day—one day suggested that she should get a car. “I said, ‘You should pay me more. I am not against getting a car in principle. It’s just that I can’t afford it on what you pay me.’ He chuckled. He thought that was amusing.” Her office employed sixteen people, eight men and eight women. “The men are making substantially more,” she noted without bitterness, just commenting on the way things were. Then she said something quite interesting—something that, I suspect, she hadn’t fully added up. “When I first took this job, they paid me $32,000 a year. I saw the time cards and pay scale of the guy who worked there ahead of me.” Her predecessor, she discovered, hadn’t worked the standard forty-hour workweek. “He would come and go at will; he worked as many hours as he felt like.” For working less than full time, he had been paid $36,500—$4,500, or roughly 14 percent more than she was paid—a smaller-than-average wage gap. Over five years, even without any raises, that would have added up to $22,500. That’s her missing car.

In the minds of economists or social scientists, such stories are merely “anecdotal.” They prove nothing. But try finding a woman who doesn’t have one. Most women know that they are earning less than men doing comparable work. Through their stories runs an undercurrent of frustration and anger, an undercurrent that rarely surfaces. But they don’t add up how much that unfair pay is costing them.

American women know they’re not being paid fairly. In a recent AFL-CIO survey of working women,2 92 percent listed “equal pay” as their top legislative priority, ranking that subject higher in their collective concerns than health insurance, pensions or Social Security, family leave, child care, or any other topic. But in daily life and in conversations with me, women shrugged off the inequity as simply the way things were. “I just accepted that women don’t always get a fair shake, we have to work harder,” as an engineer in Minneapolis put it. Or they were grateful to have enough to live on, like one woman who was a secretary at a large Hollywood firm. While married to an alcoholic, this woman had been evicted and had had to declare bankruptcy. Now widowed, she was relieved that her financial life was at least stable. She made tart observations about how, in both her current and her previous jobs, women were being paid less than men in comparable jobs. Yet she had clearly decided to be content. “I have my own apartment,” she said. “I just bought a new car. I have what I need.”

Sometimes women believed that challenging wage discrimination—or even thinking of it by such a confrontational name—would be futile or self-destructive, perhaps even costing them a badly needed job. A property manager told a fairly common story. “I was the most effective person they had. My staff had very little turnover. I always met budget,” she explained. But even though she knew she was expected to dress better, she couldn’t afford high-end clothes on what she was paid—and still feed her kids. Nor did she feel, in her region’s economy, that she had the luxury of making a stink about her salary. “My compensation was always a tad below everybody else’s. I was a single parent, and they knew I had to have that job.”

Accepting life’s limitations, being grateful for what you have, refusing to dwell on what you lack: these may be admirable strategies for emotional stability. American women are pragmatic. We simply make do with less.

But we’re not going to close the gender wage gap until women realize how much it’s costing us and our families. When you earn 23 cents less on the dollar, you have 23 cents less to spend. You are missing a very large chunk of money, money that is crucial to your well-being. Let’s add up exactly what you have been deprived of—in dollars, in economic security and peace of mind, in opportunities for your children, in quality of life.

Before we do, let me first explain some decisions I’ve made about the numbers. First, throughout the book, I will round off estimates of earnings and expenditures, numbers that would be worked out to the precise penny if this were an economics article. Second, wherever possible, the numbers for women’s and men’s average income are worked out using statistics about median weekly wages, rather than annual wages. Let me explain why. When you hear about the wage gap, you are usually hearing about a number that has been calculated using weekly wages. That’s where we get the figure of 23 cents. For technical reasons, if it is calculated using annual wages, the earnings gap is actually wider: 27 cents. Switching back and forth in this book between a 23-cent gap and a 27-cent gap would be confusing, to no purpose. Talking about the 23-cent gap throughout the book is both more consistent and more conservative, and illustrates just as well the gender wage gap’s practical cost to women.

I Want My Million Dollars

What does it mean to be deprived of 23 percent of what you earned? Let’s add it up over a lifetime. The numbers below rely on the calculations of lifetime earnings losses developed by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research using U.S. Census Bureau data (“Current Population Survey,” March 1997), which compare lifetime annual earnings of women with men by age and education level, using a forty-seven-year adult life span for working full-time and year-round.3


	
A high school graduate loses $700,000. A young woman graduates from high school this year and goes straight to work at $20,000 a year. Over her lifetime, she will make $700,000 less than the young man graduating right behind her.

	
A college graduate loses $1.2 million. A young woman graduates from college into a $30,000 starting salary. Over her lifetime, she will make $1.2 million less than the young man getting his diploma next to her.

	
A professional school graduate loses $2 million. A young woman gets a degree in business, medicine, or law and graduates into a $70,000 starting salary (along with staggering student loan debts). Over her lifetime, she will make $2 million less than the young man at her side.



That graduate may be you. Or she may be your daughter, niece, granddaughter, or young friend. Whoever she is, the wage gap will take a heavy toll. What would you do with another $700,000, $1,200,000, or $2,000,000 over your lifetime?

Those numbers are conservative. They assume that a woman works for forty-seven years without pausing. If instead she stopped, as many women do, for a year or two or five to raise children or take care of elderly parents, her losses accelerate. Journalist Ann Crittenden calculated that by leaving her newspaper job to spend more time at home with her child, she lost from $600,000 to $700,000 (at a conservative estimate), not counting her pension rights. When she made the decision to take time off, she never considered the cost. She just took for granted that she’d catch up later. That wasn’t possible. Instead, she writes, she sacrificed “more than half my lifetime earnings” to raise her child.4 If you’re not earning at Crittenden’s prestigious level, you may not lose as much—but the percentage lost from your lifetime earnings will be just as devastating.

That’s also true if you stop out to care for anyone other than a child. A first-ever study of midcareer women who paused to care for elderly parents or grandparents found that, on average, they lost $659,000 in combined earnings, Social Security benefits, and pension benefits. Women who had thought the caregiving would last only six months spent more than a year at it; those who had expected a one- to two-year stint ended up spending four years or more. Coming at a time in women’s work lives when their earnings should have peaked—45 years and older—these duties cost them dearly.5

Few women subject themselves to such a cold calculus: child rearing and caretaking can be profoundly rewarding, satisfying in ways that can’t be measured in dollar figures. At the same time, for reasons I’ll examine in depth in chapter 9, “Working While Mother,” the “choice” to stop out or go part-time for child rearing or caretaking isn’t always as free a decision as it’s portrayed. As you’ll see, many women “choose” that option because once they have children, they’re treated unfairly on the job—in ways that employers could stop but do not.

But in this chapter, we’re not asking why it happens; we’re simply asking how much it costs. Whatever the reason they’re taken, the amount a woman loses during caretaking and mothering pauses can’t simply be added onto the amount she loses to the wage gap. No one has yet studied or calculated those combined financial effects. But anyone with a gap in his or her résumé knows that potential employers look askance at those missing years. As chapter 9 will examine, saying you spent those unaccounted-for years as a “mother” almost certainly means you’ll get hit with the “mommy penalty,” treated as less competent and remunerated at a lower rate than when you left, as if you had checked your ambition and skills at the maternity ward door. But again, whatever the reason, here’s the bottom line: When women who’ve stopped working to care for their families come back into the workforce, their earnings are unlikely to catch up.6

Once, when I laid out these numbers to a small audience, a senior corporate manager exclaimed, “I want my million dollars!” As do we all.

A 77 Percent Life

No one, of course, would see that money in a single lump sum. Instead, it’s subtracted from our lives bit by bit: food we couldn’t buy, homes we couldn’t afford, credit cards we couldn’t pay off. With 77 cents to a man’s dollar, women have less money to buy basics. Yet prices are the same whether you are female or male, rich or poor. Which means that once a woman buys one staple, she has less money left over for the next.

Let’s make that a little more particular. According to the 2000 census, the median income for a single dad was $42,000.7 If you assume (as many budgets do) that 15 percent of that goes for food and groceries, our single dad can spend $120 a week on food. But transform that single dad into a single mom, and suddenly there’s only $95 a week for food. That missing 23 percent comes directly out of the mouths of her family. Each woman would spend that money differently: on fresh fruit and vegetables, a splurge night at the local taco house, or barbecue instead of rice and beans. What would you do with an extra $25 a week for food?

Many women expect to be financially sheltered by marriage. And yes, male earnings will lift most women for some, possibly even most, of their working years. But those years aren’t guaranteed to be continuous—and, odds are, won’t last as long as the woman herself will. Statistically speaking, at any given moment, four of every ten American women between the ages of 20 and 64 years old are living on their own.8 And husbands do unexpectedly lose their jobs, leaving the family to depend on the wife’s wages. No woman can count on having that male paycheck to lean on every day of her adulthood.

Let’s look at what that means financially through an average working woman’s life cycle, starting with her young-adult years. Once upon a time, single American women lived with their families before marrying in their twenties. For a brief period in the 1950s, they married right out of college. But today, those young women are supporting themselves for a good decade before marrying a mate. That’s at least one decade of scrimping by on less.

Nine out of ten American women do marry at least once in their lives. But one in two marriages ends in divorce.9 That’s a large percentage of adult women who are supporting themselves for some unpredictable number of years. What’s more, women usually get custody of the children. In 2001, 30 million women were solely responsible for their children. Now here comes the bad news: Single moms are actually worse off than other women, making only 69 percent of a single dad’s dollar (even counting the average $3,000 a year that half of them manage to collect in child support). Any time there are unexpected expenses—new school shoes, asthma inhalers, scout uniforms, swimming lessons, costumes for the school play, higher gas prices or bus fares or electricity bills—the money must come from her 69 percent paycheck. Her children get used to thrift store clothes, to wearing heavy sweaters in the house, to not having friends over for food-costly sleepovers. She will probably remarry, possibly a good earner who will relieve the family of poverty. But no woman can budget for that. Her new husband may arrive in two years or ten years or never. And even when our single mom does remarry, she will never make up for those missing 31 cents on the dollar during her single-mom years.

If we base that 31 percent on a single dad’s annual income of $42,000, our single mom is missing $14,000 each year. That money is missing from a down payment she could make on a house. It’s missing from her savings for her children’s college tuition. It’s missing from her retirement fund. That missing money is never made up.

And that missing money takes a harsh toll on single mothers. If that single mom with two children is living and working in a city such as Memphis, Chicago, or Salt Lake City, she simply cannot afford everything her family needs. Her 69 percent paycheck just will not stretch to cover it all—housing, food, utilities, transportation, child care, doctors’ visits, medicines, and other essentials. That missing money forces her into escalating credit card debt, into overcrowded and unsafe housing, into skipping meals so her children can eat. On $28,000 a year, she may not be officially poor, at least according to the government’s definition of poverty. But every day is a financial battle—and she is constantly losing.10

Because of the wage gap, a woman’s everyday life is unnecessarily precarious, leaving her teetering just on the edge of financial disaster and sometimes plunging in—far more often than is true for the average working man.

Above-Average Earnings, Above-Average Losses

By definition, of course, some women have an income above the median. But her income is never as much as her male counterpart’s would be. No matter what the income bracket, the average man can always afford more than the average woman. He can afford higher-quality necessities such as child care, home ownership, food, and health insurance. He can afford higher-quality extras than she can, such as a new bicycle instead of a used one or personal tennis lessons instead of group lessons at the Y. He can afford a new car when she has to keep repairing her used one. He can put money away for the future when she can’t. If she has three dollars, he has four.

Remember, these aren’t hangovers from a prefeminist era whose earnings still lag. These are women who always assumed that women could get an advanced education, who launched their careers early in the Reagan era, a good sixteen years after the Civil Rights Act outlawed sex discrimination at work. These women took it for granted that by working hard, they would pull even with men. Instead, they’re almost as far behind as their mothers were.

For instance, one woman I spoke with was an auditor who preferred to remain anonymous lest she jeopardize her job. This auditor explained that of all the auditors and financial supervisors in her agency, she was the only one with a CPA. “I am still the best-qualified person in my department,” she said. “I have a CPA, an MBA, a bachelor’s in accounting, and a CMA, a certified management accountant. My boss has a master’s but no certification. His boss has a CFE [Certified Fraud Examiner], but that is not as good as a CPA. None of the other people I work with has any certification. They are being paid more: they are Analysts 3, and I am an Analyst 2. They are guys.” This auditor was making $40,000 a year. Had she been a man, she would have been making $52,000. This auditor was missing $12,000 a year—enough, in her area, to put a down payment on a new three-bedroom house.

But that particular woman was closer to her male counterpart than usual. On average, a female midcareer college graduate—age 42, working full-time—is making $48,000 annually. The man who graduated right behind her in line—age 42, working full-time—is making $72,000. What would you do with another $24,000 a year: replace an aging car, pay off credit card debts, put money away toward retirement?

And it’s still worse for the 42-year-old professional woman—lawyer, physician, M.B.A. graduate—who’s making 60 cents for every dollar made by the man who graduated beside her. If she were a man, she would have still another $55,000 a year.

So wouldn’t that single mother and her son have been better off financially had she stayed married? That suggestion often comes up in today’s public discussions. For the moment, let’s leave aside the potential toll taken by a bad or abusive marriage, whether physical, emotional, or moral. Let’s imagine that she makes a purely financial decision to stay married. What happens when the economy takes a downturn—and her husband loses his job? For six months, or a year, or two, all three are now scraping by on her 77 percent paycheck.

Double or Nothing: Aging with Less

Even happy marriages end eventually—if not in divorce, then in death. Most women marry men older than themselves, and men’s life expectancy is five years less than women’s. Because of that demographic double whammy, more women outlive their husbands than vice versa—and so, in later years, widows outnumber widowers by more than four to one.11 As a result, most women will be widows, which will bring them another spate of years—maybe a decade or more—in which they must live without leaning on a man’s earnings or his pension, which usually dies with him. If a woman has been married for a long time, the drop in her standard of living may be startling—and push her into poverty.

Our culture takes it for granted that many more women than men will live out their senior years in poverty. Scratch a well-off professional woman, and you’re likely to find a person with a recurring fear of a lonely and impoverished old age. That gut-level fear is accurate. Eleven million older American women (and only 4 million older men) make do with less than $8,300 a year, the federal definition of poverty. Nearly three times as many women as men live at subsistence level in their old age.

What does that mean, day to day? Once again let’s take the theoretical case of a widow, now a 65-year-old living alone, and of a widower who’s her demographic counterpart. On average, the widow, like her younger self, lives on just 77 cents of what she would have if she were a he. And it’s no easier to live on less when you’re older. Her expenses don’t go away; they shift—from paying for child care to physical therapy, from recreation to medication, from work clothes to warm clothes.

Our widow and widower each have a median annual income and pay average costs for everything. She’s living on $996 a month. He’s living on $1,319 a month.12 Neither has much wiggle room. But what happens to her when she has to repair her car’s brakes or pay the heating bill for an especially cold February? He has a slight cushion. She has none.

Why are widows so much poorer than widowers, since they’ve inherited the house, most of their husband’s property, and a share of his Social Security income? Here’s the answer: the wage gap.

She earned less in her working lifetime, and so, if she was lucky enough to get a pension, hers is only about half of what a man’s pension would be. If she saved, she saved less. She continues to earn less when she decides she has to keep bringing money in past retirement age; older women make only 58 percent of what male retirees bring in.

Less money in pensions, earnings, and savings income: all that means that many more retired women than men are living in poverty or teetering at its edge. One in four of now-single older women—widowed, separated, divorced, or never married—lives poor.

But aren’t women in today’s workforce—with better educations and richer earnings histories—going to be in a better position later on? No. Home ownership, accrued pensions, savings, earnings in future years: as long as a woman earns 23 percent less now, she will have 23 percent less later. She will become more financially vulnerable, not less. No wonder women fear growing old.

Will We Pass It On?

Everything that women—single or married, young or middle-aged—don’t earn accrues. Many of us have seen those investment charts that show how much $1,000 invested today would turn into over ten or twenty or thirty years. That’s what happens to the money women weren’t paid: it doesn’t just add up, it multiplies over time.

If we are to “get even,” every working woman must calculate for herself just how much the wage gap costs her now and throughout her life. Every woman needs to add it up, to see just how much money she’s losing. Do it. You’ll see that you’re missing a lot of money. That’s painful. But without facing up to that loss, we will not press for the pay we deserve—and need.

Women may be uncomfortable adding up what a lifetime of wage inequity has meant for ourselves. But ask women if they want their daughters to face the same financially strained lives, and they snap to attention. As one 65-year-old accountant in Tucson, Arizona, said, “I have many granddaughters coming up who are now in the workforce. It would be nice to know that everything we’ve done through these years will help the next generations.”

The wage gap makes almost every woman fear poverty—and ensures that many struggle with it. Will we pass it on?
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