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WHITE PAPER: Women at Work
I started there [in 1994] at $50,000 and two years later, I left at
$55,000. I was the first development officer hired in that college
and I was the only woman in that office except for the
secretaries. I was the only professional woman. The men – they
were making much, much more, double the salary I was making.
– Development Director, West Coast
(Getting Even: Why Women Don’t Get Paid Like Men and What to
Do About It, Evelyn Murphy, Touchstone, 2005.)
***
Overview
Women have always worked inside the home. Over the last century, however, women’s
participation in the labor force has increased steadily and dramatically. Today, women make up
45% of the world’s workforce1 with more women than ever before participating in labor markets
worldwide, either in work or actively looking for a job.2 Through their paid work, women around
the world continue to make tremendous contributions to the economy in a variety of occupations
– as teachers, secretaries, welders, doctors, machine operators and child care workers, among
others.
Despite increased labor participation, women still face numerous challenges. Whether in the
informal or formal economy, or in developing or developed nations, women do not see
improvements in job quality, and their working conditions have not led to true social and
economic empowerment, especially in the world’s poor regions.3 There continues to be strong
evidence of the “continued disadvantage faced by women in both gaining access to employment
and in particular access to quality employment.”4
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Today, women worldwide on average earn approximately two-thirds of what men earn and make
up the majority of the world’s part-time workers, between 60 and 90%.5 In some parts of the
world, women’s parity in primary education has not increased, a key to new employment
opportunities.6 As a result of their lower earning status long term, women in the labor force have
been left behind when it comes to retirement and pensions.
Women also still suffer from sexual harassment and domestic violence in the workplace, as well
as issues around promotion and breaking through the “glass ceiling.” Numerous studies also point
to women’s reproductive roles as affecting their participation in the labor force, either working
part-time or interrupting employment to raise children.
Decent work and wages help lift women and their children out of poverty, which among other
adverse consequences has a “marked negative effect on child development.”7 Low earnings also
impact women’s quality of life and may be a factor in keeping them in abusive relationships.8
Finally, increasing the female labor force in positive ways contributes to the living standards,
public finances and economies of countries everywhere. A report by the World Economic Forum
states that “the advancement of women is an important economic, business and societal issue with
a significant impact on the growth of nations.”9
More Women at Work in the World
In the last century, the working world has changed dramatically for women. As more women
advance their education, they are no longer “limited to jobs as domestic servants, factory girls,
sales clerk, secretaries, nurses or teachers.”10 Today, more women are moving into positions of
key importance within the family economy, in some cases becoming the sole breadwinner.11
Women’s participation in the workforce is often not optional, as they must work to ensure family
survival “in the face of declining real wages and the increased monetary cost of subsistence
resulting from cutbacks in public services and subsidies.”12 If women are not the sole support of
their household, then they are part of a two-income family needed to survive. Today, the single
male breadwinner household model is no longer possible for families in many countries.13 In the
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United States, the Census Bureau released data that in 2009 the number of women who are their
families’ sole breadwinners had risen from the previous year, at 4% of the labor force, or about
963,000 mothers in total.14
As a result, the growing proportion of women in the workforce and the narrowing gap between
male and female participation rates has been one of the most striking labor trends of recent
times.15 In 2008, 1.2 billion of the 3 billion workers in the world were women.16 The ongoing
global economic crisis, however, has increased the number of unemployed women worldwide by
up to 22 million in 2009, “making decent work for women increasingly difficult.”17 The recession
is pushing women into jobs that are vulnerable and unstable, adding to the burden that they are
“already paid less than men in a shrinking employment market.”18 The gender impact of the
economic crisis in terms of unemployment rates is expected to be more detrimental to women
than men in most regions of the world, and most clearly in Latin America and the Caribbean.19
In the U.S., however, the economic recession has had an interesting consequence: women could
make up a majority of America’s workforce for the first time in history.20 In fact, 82% of job cuts
have impacted men, particularly in the manufacturing and construction sectors. Women more
heavily populate positions in health care and education, which are less sensitive to economic
cycles.21
Of the 121 million women age 16 years and over in the U.S., 72 million, or 59.5% were labor
force participants – either working or looking for work.22 Women comprised 46.5% of the total
U.S. workforce and are projected to account for 47% of the labor force by 2016.23
While the gender employment gap is closing in some countries, trends vary from region to region.
Despite these variations, the difference between male and female economic activity “remains
conspicuous throughout the world.”24 About 80 women per 100 men are economically active in
the developed economies, the European Union, Central and Eastern Europe, the Commonwealth
of Independent States and East Asia. In sub-Saharan Africa, the ratio is 75 women per 100 men;
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in South East Asia and the Pacific it is 73 to 100; and in Latin America and the Caribbean, 69 to
100.25 In 10 years, 80 % of all women in industrialized countries and 70 % of all women globally
will work outside the home.26
How Work is Valued
Work is usually valued and measured by the money paid for it. Women, however, often receive
no pay for a large portion of the work they perform, which often includes household labor, child
care, elder care and family subsistence farming.27 As a result, “unpaid labor contributes to the low
economic status of women worldwide.”28
This distinction between “unpaid work” and “paying work” has led to the frequently cited slogan,
“Women do two-thirds of the world’s work, receive 10 % of the world’s income, and own 1 % of
the means of production.” The lack of recognition of the critical role of unpaid work points to the
imbalance between work and remuneration faced by women and “continues to obstruct equitable
economic development.”29 Women spend 50 to 70 % of the time men spend on paid work, but
about twice as much or more time as men on unpaid work.30
Many women who do work outside the home are disproportionately affected by working poverty
and do not earn enough to lift themselves and their families above the US $1 a day threshold.
Today, women comprise at least 70 % of the world’s working poor.31
Although myriad factors contribute to this poverty, many women especially in developing regions
work in the informal sector of the economy, such as agricultural production, garment sewing,
factory work and domestic service. They often deal with difficult working conditions, including
“long working hours, job insecurity and lack of benefits.”32 As a result of the constraints within
the household, and outside the household in low-wage jobs, women have a greater vulnerability
in the world of work.33
Gender Wage Gap
While women are entering the paid labor force in greater numbers, the gender pay gap exists
universally. The size of the gap, however, varies from country to country.34 Some pay equity
progress has been made primarily in developed countries in Europe, but for the most part,
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“existing labor market mechanisms have not made significant progress in remedying this global
gender pay gap.”35
In both industrialized and developing nations, women working outside the home earn much less
pay than men do. In Middle Eastern and North African countries, women’s wages are around 30
% of men’s; 40 % in Latin America and South Asia; 50 % in sub-Saharan Africa; and around 60
to 70 % in East Asia and industrialized countries.36
The overall pay gap between men and women worldwide, however, may be much higher than
originally estimated by official government figures. Based on a survey by the International Trade
Union Confederation of 300,000 women and men in 20 countries, the 2009 global pay gap is at
22% rather than the 16.5 % figure taken in 2008.37
The gender wage gap still plagues the American workforce. Out of 19 countries with membership
in the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development), the U.S. has the
largest gender earnings gap, save for Austria and Switzerland. In the U.S., women with full-time
jobs earned salaries equal to 77.9 % of what men earned, up from 77.5 % in 2007 and about 64 %
in 2000. For most U.S. women of color and older women, the earnings gap was even greater.38
Many social and cultural factors may explain the persistent gender pay gap. For one, women
choose to interrupt their careers, working part-time or temporarily dropping out, to raise children.
Such decisions can permanently disrupt earning power.39 However, some research questions
whether the patterns of working mothers reflect choice or constraint. For example, long working
hours have a “disproportionate impact on women, as they are still the main care providers, thus
reducing their options as to whether to work, where and in what types of jobs.”40
Another reason for the gender pay gap is that boys make different educational choices than girls
which lead to better paying careers. These choices are not just a matter of preference but are
influenced by society, culture, teachers, teaching materials and family-influence. While women in
many parts of the world, especially developed countries, have made remarkable gains in
education, these “achievements have resulted in only modest improvements in pay equity.”41 In
developing countries, many girls have no choices as to education due to poverty, cultural norms
and gender. “Gender discrimination and the subordinate role of women in societies across the
35
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world have diminished girls’ prospects for education.”42 As a result, their opportunities for future
employment are severely limited.
Another major reason for the gender gap in earnings is that “women work in ‘women’s jobs’—
jobs that are predominantly done by women, while men work in ‘men’s jobs’—those
predominantly done by men. This phenomenon is known as the gender segregation of the labor
market.”43 Even in traditionally “female occupations” such as nursing and teaching, wage equality
is lacking.44 In addition, women often face barriers in promotion or career development, which
excludes or segregates them into certain jobs. It is, however, unclear what comes first—the low
wages or the concentration of women in those positions.
Furthermore, some research points to women not asking for equitable pay. As a whole, women
are trained not to ask for raises or more money and often are penalized by employers when they
do. “Rigid gender-based stereotypes and behavioral norms urge women to behave modestly and
wait to be given what they deserve rather than negotiate for it.”45Female job candidates who ask
for higher salaries before receiving a formal job offer are often not hired at all. Males who
negotiate do not face similar negative consequences.46
Overall, the employment and wage status of men and that of women display decidedly different
features. “Men are more likely to be in core or regular and better remunerated positions, whereas
women are often in peripheral, insecure, less-valued positions.”47
Pensions and Retirement
When women enter their old age and retirement, they suffer more financially. Low wages, career
breaks and the skewed division of unpaid work mean that older women are not always entitled to
a pension. If they do receive one, it is generally lower than that of men’s because throughout their
lifetime women earn less than men. Thus, gender, aging and poverty are interrelated.48
In developing countries, many women work in informal economies, e.g., agriculture and trading.
They continue to work until very old age in precarious jobs with no social security or health care
benefits.49 In addition, women generally outlive men, and so, if they have been dependent on the
male’s income, they often are more likely to be poor.50
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While there is good news that women employed in formal markets in developed nations are
participating in pension and retirement plans in greater numbers than ever before, there is still bad
news. Older women still “enter retirement with fewer economic resources than men.”51 Part-time
workers, who are disproportionately women, remain much less likely to participate in an
employer-sponsored pension and retirement plan. The most common reasons cited are that an
employer did not offer a pension plan, and that by virtue of working part-time, women did not
work enough hours to be included in that plan.52
The pay gap also greatly influences retirement. Less money earned during a woman’s working
years equals less money for retirement. In addition, women on the threshold of retirement have
been most affected by the ailing economy. In the U.S., fully 72 % fear they will have to postpone
retirement plans, compared with 54 % of men. Many women have stated they will have to delay
their retirement “because of current economic conditions.”53 A global survey of 15,000 people in
15 countries revealed that only 11 % of women felt prepared for retirement, compared to 15 % of
men.54 Furthermore, if women’s earning power is interrupted by pregnancy, childrearing and
care-giving responsibilities, even the small proportion of older women who are eligible for
pensions because they were employed in the formal sector, receive lower benefits than men.55
Breaking the Glass Ceiling
Despite some gains in the workplace and achieving higher levels of education than ever before,
women still struggle to break through the “glass ceiling.” Their share of management positions
remains unacceptably low. Even in female-dominated sectors where there are more women
managers, a disproportionate number of men rise to senior positions. The rule of thumb still is:
“the higher up an organization’s hierarchy, the fewer the women.”56
The %age of women company directors, for example, is low in many countries—with Norway
leading the way at 21 % and the U.S. at 12.5 %.57 In Japan, however, the figure is staggeringly
low. Women make up only 10.1 % of managers, a significantly lower rate compared to that of
Western countries, even falling far behind Asian countries such as the Philippines, Malaysia and
Singapore.58
The “concrete ceiling” as it is called in Japan, continues to be a major stumbling block for many
women in that predominantly patriarchal society. In addition, many women drop out of the
51
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workplace to have children and are unable to advance their careers. According to one report,
following the birth of a first child a high %age of Japanese women stated, “I will stop working.”
59

In the United States, women represent only 5.3 % of positions of authority at Fortune 500
companies, evidence that they still struggle under the “glass ceiling.”60 Overall, women are still
concentrated in the most precarious forms of work worldwide and breaking through the glass
ceiling appears elusive but for a select few.61
Sexual Harassment and Violence in the Workplace
I am a 21-year-old Asian woman working in an office as a
secretary. Recently a man in the office asked me if I was
wearing stockings or pantyhose. I told him to go away or I
would report him to personnel. He went away, but later in
the day I caught him at the bottom of the stairs trying to look
up my skirt. I was totally disgusted and reported him. He
was given a written warning. But now he looks at me like I
have betrayed him or something. I am very intimidated by
this man but also do not want to lose my job … I think it is
quite common in offices for perverted men to harass women
in this way. This makes me very angry.
--Posted on http://sexualharassmentsupport.org/
Sexual harassment was not given a name until the 1970s when women in the United States
demanded it be recognized under federal anti-discrimination legislation. Women in many other
countries have since adopted the term, using it to “characterize their experiences, ensure
recognition of these forms of conduct and seek to have them prevented.” 62
Sexual harassment consists of unwanted behavior of a sexual nature and may “involve physical
contact, expression of sexual innuendoes, sexually colored comments and jokes, the exhibition of
pornography, or unnecessary and unwanted comments on a person’s appearance.”63 It is a
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violation of women’s human rights and causes incalculable economic, psychological and physical
harm to its victims and serves to reinforce the subordination of women to men in the workplace.64
Many women worldwide encounter sexual harassment in the workplace, reducing the quality of
working life, jeopardizing their well-being, undermining gender equality and imposing costs on
firms and organizations.65In South Korea, for example, the Seoul High Court recently ruled that
“forcing a subordinate to drink alcohol was illegal,” a practice in some corporate cultures where
more women are working today. Companies in that country have become aware of the potential
danger of such binge drinking, which leads to risks of sexual harassment, among other gender
inequities.66
Sexual harassment statistics are hard to come by. In European countries, sexual harassment
against women is commonplace, but often goes unreported due to fear of job loss, being
considered the guilty party or being ostracized among work colleagues.67 Studies in Switzerland
show that even on a confidential basis, few women make official complaints.68
In the United States, one recent development has been the report of an “alarmingly high” number
of high school students reporting sexual advances from their adult bosses and other supervisors at
fast food operations. The issue is being raised in a number of lawsuits, including cases now
pending in California against Starbucks and a McDonald’s franchise owner.69
In addition to sexual harassment, many women also experience domestic violence as a workrelated issue. According to a Family Violence Prevention Fund study, in the United States
approximately 74 % of women who experience abuse at home also experience abuse at the
workplace. Abusers harass victims at work via telephone or e-mail, or they come into the
workplace to harass or threaten their victims and co-workers.
The International Labour Organization (ILO) approaches violence against women in the world of
work as a human rights issue, a labor issue and a health and safety issue with several ILO
Conventions and Recommendations addressing this subject.70 Much like cases of sexual
harassment, many forms of workplace violence do not currently find their way into official police
or employer’ records in most countries.71 Again, women may feel constrained to remain silent,
fearing reprisals, including the possibility of losing their jobs. An ILO study also found that
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women are generally at higher risk of violent incidents at work with 10 % of all violence
incidents against women taking place in the workplace.72
The economic recession is also increasing incidents of domestic violence against women. When
husbands and fathers are unemployed, they often take out their frustration at home. Various
reports also show that in the U.S., hotline calls, shelter visits and domestic violence-related
crimes are all on the rise during the financial downturn.73 In addition, women in developing
countries who lose paid employment may be forced into the “shadow” economy of prostitution to
support themselves and their families, or be prey for international traffickers.74
Family Life/Work Balance Issues
One Virginia employer fired a woman after she gave birth,
reasoning that “she was no longer dependable since she had
delivered a child; that [her] place was at home with her
child; that babies get sick sometimes and [she] would have to
miss work to care for her child; and that [the employer]
needed someone more dependable.”
-- Bailey v. Scott-Gallaher, Inc., 253 Va. 121 (Sup. Ct. 1997)
(Quoted in Getting Even: Why Women Don’t Get Paid Like Men
and What to Do About It, Evelyn Murphy, Touchstone, 2005.)

As more mothers have entered the workforce in increasing numbers, their responsibilities for
family care, traditionally assigned to women, have not declined in proportion. As a result of their
caregiving duties, women in many countries are attracted to part-time employment, despite the
comparatively low-levels of earnings these jobs bring.
In the European Union, about half of mothers with a child under 6 years of age are employed
part-time75 And in Canada and many other countries, women with family responsibilities are more
likely than men to take on regular weekend, part-time jobs trying to accommodate the work
schedules of their spouses, who work Monday through Friday.76 Meanwhile, women in
developing and transition economies are choosing self-employment in the informal economy as a
way of reconciling work and family responsibilities.77
72
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One of the most striking changes in Europe, Canada and the United States in the last 50 years has
been the increase of working mothers with very young children.78 Today, approximately 60 % of
children under age 6 have mothers who work outside the home, compared to 18 % in 1960.79
Figures for other countries vary, with about one-third of Japanese and three-quarters of Swedish
mothers working.80
Even as mothers enter the workplace, however, many are confronted with company or
government policies that are not family-friendly. These include lack of: paid maternity leave;
leave for illness and family care; support for breastfeeding; flexible work arrangements; and
available, subsidized child care. Evidence on the prevalence of “work-life or family-friendly
policies in the industrialized countries is uneven and often unrealizable.”81Some countries,
however, are doing better than others.
In Japan, all employees are “granted flexible schedules, shorter hours, flextime or overtime
exemption, for the first two years of parenthood. Large firms in Japan, those with more than 300
employees, must provide child-care options, such as on-site centers or temporary leaves.”82 These
parent-friendly policies are the result of concern about a shrinking workforce in Japan. Because
of “low birth rates, private industry and governmental policies ‘protect motherhood’ by providing
and encouraging child care leaves for working women.”83
The United States has far fewer family-friendly policies and public supports than most other
countries with advanced economies.84 Federal law does not require paid maternity leave for
women in the U.S., although the federal Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 protects workers’
job security during leave taken for the employee’s own disability, illness, or pregnancy and
childbirth.85 Maternity and child-care leave exists in almost all countries, with the maximum
leave now available exceeding one year in at least 18 countries. Duration of benefits and degree
of remuneration of maternity leave, however, vary from country to country.86
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Due to the poor economy and dearth of jobs, working families are now compelled to go to work,
even if a family member is sick or a new child is born and needs their care.87 In a recent survey of
U.S. workers, 50% of working caregivers said they were less comfortable taking time from work
to provide care due to the economic downturn.88 In addition, the economic crisis is heavily
affecting families, with latest data showing that gender roles are flexible and going in the
direction of egalitarian roles.89
Overall, balancing work and family life is a complex issue for women, but is critical on many
levels, because it helps to reduce poverty and enhances equity between men and women.
Conclusions
Many people assume that after decades of progress, most women are earning good salaries in
professional jobs. The truth is, a majority of women still work in jobs with low pay, unpredictable
work schedules, meager benefits and little opportunity for advancement. Countless other women
work in the informal economy, (which includes agriculture), and are likely to live in poverty.90
Adding to the challenges that women already face in the workforce, the global financial crisis is
especially impacting them. The differential impact varies across countries, but both developed
and developing countries are feeling the brunt, especially households headed by single women.91
Whether women are working in industrialized nations or developing countries, in rural or urban
settings, most women still carry the triple burden of raising children, performing household
chores and earning an income for their family. Even with this reality, a large portion of women’s
work remains undervalued and unrecognized.92
In recognition of the vital role that working women play in family welfare and survival, many
governments are taking measures to overcome “traditional, cultural and other forms of
discrimination that bar women from access to equal opportunities at work.”93 Yet progress on
three key areas for gender equality is slow and still lacking: the glass ceiling, the gender pay gap,
and the “sticky floor” (women in the lowest paid jobs and living in poverty).94
Policy-makers and employers not only need to place women’s employment at the center of social
and economic policies, they also need to recognize that the challenges faced by women in the
world of work require intervention tailored to specific needs.95 Making these critical changes for
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working women will require action by individuals, employers and governments worldwide and
the political will of all parties involved. Until then, women will remain second-class citizens in
the world of work, and the feminization of poverty will continue into future generations.
Soroptimist Programs
Soroptimist is an international volunteer organization for business and professional women who
work to improve the lives of women and girls, in local communities and throughout the world.
Clubs undertake a number of different projects to confront realities facing women, both locally
and throughout the world. Projects help women on a variety of fronts that impact their working
lives, including: providing education and job-skills training, which leads to better employment
opportunities; confronting domestic violence in the workplace; and helping women in the wake of
natural and man-made disasters. As an organization, Soroptimist supports the following
programs:
Soroptimist Women’s Opportunity Awards – The Women’s Opportunity Awards program is
Soroptimist’s major project. The awards improve the lives of women by giving them the
resources they need to upgrade their education, skills and employment prospects. Each year,
Soroptimist clubs in 19 countries and territories assist women in overcoming personal difficulties
and improving their lives through education and skills training. The women, who provide the
primary source of financial support for their families, may use the cash award to offset any costs
associated with their efforts to attain higher education, including, books, childcare and
transportation. Club recipients become eligible for additional cash awards at other levels of the
organization, including three $10,000 finalist awards.
Many Women’s Opportunity Award recipients have overcome enormous obstacles in their quest
for a better life, including poverty, domestic violence and substance abuse. Each year, more than
$1 million is disbursed through awards at various levels of the organization to help women
achieve their dreams of a better life for themselves and their families. Since the Women’s
Opportunity Awards program began in 1972, it is estimated that $20 million has been disbursed
and more than 22,500 women have been assisted.
Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls – Often the abilities and ambitions of
individual Soroptimist clubs exceed their financial resources. The organization introduced the
Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls in 1997 to assist with community projects that
improve the lives of women and girls. Each year, grants are given to clubs working on projects
that help foster economic independence. For the 2009-2010 club year, Soroptimist funded
$175,000 in club grants to 31 Soroptimist clubs for new or ongoing projects. Projects have
included funding a micro-enterprise artisan project for low-income women, teaching marketable
job skills to women with disabilities, and providing services to women who are domestic abuse
survivors.
Soroptimist Workplace Campaign to End Domestic Violence – This ongoing effort raises
awareness about domestic violence as a workplace concern. Local Soroptimist club members
distribute hotline cards containing local contact information for domestic violence shelters and
other services. Each year, tens of thousands of domestic violence hotline cards are distributed in
workplaces throughout the world.
In addition, clubs also hold lectures in their workplaces to draw attention to the issue of domestic
violence as a workplace concern; lobby their employers to institute policies and include domestic
www.ilo.org/public/english/region/ampro/cinterfor/temas/gender/news/getw07.pdf
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violence information in their personnel handbooks; and hold seminars for local businesses about
the costs associated with domestic violence in the workplace. For more information, please read
the white paper: Domestic Violence as a Workplace Concern.
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