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Gender Wage Gap: Targeted Middle-Skills Jobs Part of the Solution

In April, there is a lot of buzz around the gender wage gap. That's because mid-month marks the point in the
year up to which the average woman needs to work—on top of the previous year—to earn the same amount as the
average man over just the previous year. In other words, women have to work more than 15 months to earn what
men did in 12 months. According to the Joint Economic Committee of the U.S. Congress, women in Washington
State make 77 cents for every dollar men make, ranking the state 36%" in the nation. While some of this gap is
due to discrimination, researchers have found that nearly 60 percent can be attributed to factors such as the types
of jobs women do and how long they work—decisions that are not simply matters of personal choice, but reflect

structural and social factors.

What is the average woman to do to combat this problem - obtain more education?
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middle-skill workers making less than $30,000 annually. Women are particularly underrepresented in some higher-
paying fields, making up less than 10 percent of workers in middle-skill transportation, advanced manufacturing

and construction jobs.

In addition to getting women interested in these fields at a young age, employers, educators, and workforce
developers can recruit women currently working in lower-paid positions that require similar skills. For example,
women working in administrative and customer service positions could use those skills in the transportation,
distribution, and logistics field as cargo and freight agents—a job that pays better, even though it requires less
education. In other cases, women could remain in the same field but obtain additional training to advance to better-
paying, male-dominated positions. For example, instead of working as packaging and filling machine operators—
which involves working with machines to prepare products for storage or shipment—women who are already familiar

with the manufacturing environment can get trained to become higher-paid welders.
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Moving more women into higher-paying, traditionally male jobs will solve the problem, right? Not quite. Research
has found that when women enter fields in increasing numbers, pay decreases. This phenomenon is evident in a
variety of occupations, from housekeepers to biologists. Though the work doesn’t change, employers value it less

when it is performed by women.

Just as there isn’t a single reason why women make less than men, there isn’t a magic bullet for remedying the
problem. One the workforce side, it will involve making male-dominated jobs more welcoming to women, clearly
demonstrating the benefits of entering those fields, and continuing to value those jobs as highly when women are

employed in greater numbers.
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