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Today, over 40% of America’s managerial positions are held by women. Women make up a majority

of the college-educated workforce. More Fortune 500 companies are under female leadership than

ever before. 1  And yet, the gender pay gap hasn’t budged at all in 20 years.

While there are many unknowns about what contributes to the gender pay gap, progress towards

closing it can’t be made until we address two big reasons women are held back from economic

success:

Women are twice as likely to be in a low-paying
job.
The biggest known driver of gender wage inequality can be found in the di�erent jobs men and

women work. 2  Right now, women make up just one-third of the workforce in the country’s top 10
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highest-paid professions, and a staggering two-thirds of workers in the 10 lowest-paid

occupations. 3
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This divide hasn’t budged in recent years. Since 2012, female representation in the highest-paid

jobs increased by just 1.5 percentage points, and their share of the lowest-paid jobs dropped by 2.5

percentage points. 4  Notably, women with and without college degrees continue to be shut out

from good jobs in male-dominated industries. The top 10 highest-paying occupations all require at

least a bachelor’s degree—but even as more college graduates are now women, breaking into high-

paying industries remains di�cult. Women in these industries often face biases in hiring, fewer

opportunities for mentorship, and greater workplace pressures over familial responsibilities. 5  For

women without a four-year degree, pathways into well-paying male-dominated industries are even
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harder to come by—just 13% of all apprentices and fewer than 4% of construction trade workers are

women. 6

Further, many of the lowest-paying occupations dominated by non-college women are

economically undervalued. 7  Nursing assistants and child care workers are vital to our economy, but

their pay and bene�ts don’t re�ect that. 8

Over 60% of America’s unpaid family caregivers
are women.
While much has been written on how women bear the brunt of caregiving responsibilities, less has

been on the education divide to this problem. Overall, women are 1.5 times as likely as men to be

caring for a family member. 9  Women are also 73% more likely to permanently leave their jobs and

�ve times as likely to move to part-time work as a result of caregiving responsibilities. 10  

But for women without a college degree, the economic impact is much more severe. Women in

white-collar work, where jobs typically require a bachelor’s degree, more often have access to paid

leave, child care bene�ts, and �exible working environments. 11  In contrast, the lower pay, limited

�exibility, and non-traditional hours of many non-college jobs can make paid child care options

harder to access. 12  Currently, almost 37% of service or retail employees say they are likely to need

child care during weekend hours compared to just 17% of professional or administrative workers. 13

As a result, far more women without a college degree are unable to a�ord child care and instead

must rely on informal arrangements, such as having friends and family watch a child instead of a

paid child care provider. In a recent survey, 40% of parents said they use informal care because

formal options are inaccessible to them. 14  However, these informal networks of support are often

less reliable, forcing parents, especially single mothers, to routinely modify work schedules or leave

the workforce altogether.

The outsized impact of a lack of quality child care options on non-college women became even

more evident during the pandemic. In early 2021, the number of non-college mothers of young

children at work was 4% lower compared to pre-pandemic; for college educated mothers of young

children, it was 4% higher. 15



5

Meanwhile, many women also ending up reducing their hours or leaving jobs to take care of older

family members. 16  One study found that women providing care for their parents were 8% less

likely to work, and those who did work saw lower wage growth over the course of their careers. 17

Conclusion
Too few pathways to good middle-class jobs, the poor pay of many female-dominated occupations,

and a lack of care infrastructure are holding women back. Substantial progress towards pay parity

can’t happen without better pathways to good jobs for women with and without college degrees

and stronger care infrastructure.
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