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role of human capital, the knowledge and skills workers acquire through education,  
training, and work experience. Human capital theory suggests that women earn less 
than men do because of differences in the kind and amount of human capital they 
acquire (Wharton 2004). Because their labor force participation is assumed to be 
interrupted by marriage and child-rearing responsibilities, most women will invest 
less in their job-related human capital or will choose occupations that provide flexi-
ble hours or lesser penalties after reentry (e.g., teaching). In the United States, women 
do have less continuous work experience than men do; their labor is interrupted by 
childbirth and child rearing. Yet, research indicates that even among women with 
continuous work experience, their earnings are less than men’s (England 2001).

Another explanation offered by social scientists focuses on the devaluation of wom-
en’s work. A higher societal value is placed on men than on women, and this is repro-
duced within the workplace. Caring or emotional labor is undervalued and defined 
as women’s work, while professional or corporate skills are valued and defined as 
men’s work. The relative worth of men’s and women’s economic activities is assessed 
within this value system, with men and masculine activities being valued more highly 
than women and feminine activities (Wharton 2004). According to Maume (1999), 
a higher value is granted to male occupations or job skills, permitting discrimination 
against the type of jobs women do, but not against women themselves. 

In 2007, the Supreme Court limited workers’ ability to challenge wage discrimina-
tion in court. The Supreme Court ruled that employees could not challenge ongoing 
compensation discrimination if the employer’s original discriminatory act or deci-
sion occurred more than 180 days earlier. Prior to this decision, each discriminatory 

Year Women’s Earnings Men’s Earnings

Women’s Earnings 
as a Percentage of 

Men’s Earnings

1960 $16,144 $26,608 60.7%

1970 $20,567 $34,642 59.4%

1980 $22,279 $37,033 60.2%

1990 $25,451 $35,538 71.6%

2000 $27,355 $37,339 73.3%

2005 $31,858 $41,386 77.0%

2010 $36,931 $47,715 77.4%

2013 $39,157 $50,033 78.3%

SOURCE: National Committee on Pay Equity 2014.

Table 4.4  Gender wage gap, 1960–2012

Human capital: Job-
related skills acquired 
through education and 
work experience

Human capital theory: 
Theory that attributes 
gender income differences 
to differences in the kind 
and amount of human 
capital men and women 
acquire

Devaluation of 
women’s work: When 
the higher societal value 
placed on men than on 
women is reproduced 
within the workplace


