
 1 

Occupational Sex Segregation 
 
 The percent of women in the labor force has increased in recent decades. 
Contemporary women have a wider range of choices about what careers to pursue. However, 
to a considerable extent, men and women tend to have different kinds of jobs. For many of the 
occupations listed below, you may be able to guess which are male-dominated and which are 
female-dominated jobs. The segregation of men and women into different occupations is called 
“occupational sex segregation”.  
 
 The patterns of occupational sex segregation have changed somewhat since 1970. 
Women have made substantial in-roads into several previously male-dominated occupations. 
Some previously male-dominated occupations have even become predominantly female. Other 
occupations have remained predominantly female.  
 
Learning Objectives:  
 
Skill 

• Using software to access and analyze census data 
• Identifying independent and dependent variables 
• Learning how to construct, read, and interpret bivariate tables displaying 

frequencies and percentages 
• Identifying population trends over time 
• Using real world data to enhance and support key course concepts 

 
Substance 

• Race 
 Race/ethnicity cannot be reliably determined for 1970 for the six categories 

introduced in Topic two.  Therefore, Race is simply coded as Black or Nonblack 
for this module. 

• Earnings Note:  One set of earnings categories is used for doctors and lawyers in 
this module, and a different set is used for the other occupations and All Workers. 
 Note:  Earnings from the 1990 census refers earnings in 1989.  Earnings from 

the 1970 and 1980 censuses refer to earnings for 1969 and 1979, respectively, 
but they have been translated into equivalent 1989 dollars for easy comparison. 

• Age 
• Cohort 
• Occupation 
• Gender 
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A. Gender Composition of the Labor Force 
 
 In this exercise, we will examine changes in the sex composition in the work force. We 
will also examine the gender differences in earnings in.  

 
 This activity will use data for all workers found in the file EARNFT79. 
 

1. Go to http://www.ssdan.net/datacounts 
2. Click on the “Data” in the menu bar 
3. From there, click “Browse” on the left sidebar. Find “custom” in the drop-down 

box and select it. 
4. Scroll down through the list of data sets until you find “earnft79.dat” Highlight 

and click “submit.”  
5. You can also click here to launch the dataset in WebCHIP. 

 
Exercise 1. Using data from 1970 to 1990, examine changes in the percent female in the overall 
civilian work force (use file EARNFT79). Did it remain male-dominated, remain female-
dominated, or become increasingly female? As you see, the percent female in the overall 
workforce increased substantially from 1970 to 1990. 
 
    P E R C E N T     F E M A L E 
 
      1970               1980                1990 
 
All workers: __________  __________  __________   
 
Exercise 2. How has the gender distribution of the paid labor force changed over time? 
Complete the following table to see the gender distribution of each age group and for all 
workers in 1970, 1980, and 1990. 

All Workers 
 
1970  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  All 
 
Women 
 
Men 
 
  100%  100%  100%  100%  100% 
 
1980  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  All 
 
Women 
 
Men 
 
  100%  100%  100%  100%  100% 
 

http://www.ssdan.net/datacounts�
http://www.ssdan.net/cgi-bin/datacounts/webchipchoice.cgi?webchip=datasets/pc/custom/earnft79.dat�
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1990  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  All 
 
Women 
 
Men 
 
  100%  100%  100%  100%  100% 
 
Did the percent female among workers 25-34 change from 1970 to 1980? Did it change from 
1980 to 1990? Did the percent female among workers 35-44 change from 1970 to 1980? Did it 
change from 1980 to 1990? What about for workers 45-54? And workers 55-64? What 
generationalizations would you make? 
 
Exercise 3. Compare the data for men and women who were age 25-34 in 1970 to the data for 
men and women who were age 35-44 in 1980 and age 45-54 in 1990. Do you notice any 
patterns? These data refer to the same birth cohort at different points in time. This is the 
cohort born in 1936-1945. Topic one refers to this cohort as the “World War II” cohort.  
 
 Next, compare the data for men and women who were age 25-34 in 1980 to the data 
for men and women who were age 35-44 in 1990. Do you notice any patterns? These data refer 
to the cohort born in 1946-1955. Topic one refers to this cohort as the “Early Baby Boom” 
cohort.  
 
 Altogether, six cohorts can be identified in the tables you created above. They are: 
 
Name of cohort   Birth years Comment 
World War I  1906-1915  Age 55-64 in 1970  
Roaring Twenties 1916-1925  Age 45-54 in 1970 
Depression   1926-1935   Age 35-44 in 1970 
World War II  1936-1945  Age 25-34 in 1970 
Early Baby Boom 1946-1955  Age 25-34 in 1980 
Late Baby Boom 1956-1965  Age 25-34 in 1990 
 
 Look at the labor force participation rates for these cohorts. Did any of the cohorts 
enter the paid labor force earlier than other cohorts? Did any of the cohorts stay in the paid 
labor force longer than other cohorts? 
 

B. Gender Differences in Earnings 
 
Exercise 4. Using data from 1970 to 1990, look at the relationship between gender and 
earnings. Calculate the percent of men and percent of women who earned $30,000 or more in 
each year. 
 In the overall workforce, did the gender gap in income increase, decrease, or remain 
about the same from 1970 to 1990? (Here, “gender gap in income” means the percent of men 
making $30,000 minus the percent of women making $30,000.) 
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   PERCENT WHO EARNED $30,000 OR MORE 
 
       1970                             1980                  1990______       
 Women Men Women Men Women Men 
 
All workers 
 
 
Exercise 5. Among all people in the paid labor force (EARNFT79), calculate the percent of men 
and the percent of women in each age group who earned $30,000 or more in 1970. Repeat for 
1980 and 1990. (Recall that earnings for all three periods have been translated into equivalent 
1989 dollars.) (Hint:  You will need two control variables.) 
 

PERCENT WHO EARNED $30,000 OR MORE: ALL WORKERS 
 
1970  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  All 
 
Women 
 
Men 
 
All 
 
1980  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  All 
 
Women 
 
Men 
 
All 
 
1990  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  All 
 
Women 
 
Men 
 
All 
 
Exercise 6. Looking at the column for “All” workers, did the gender gap in earnings (as defined 
in Exercise 11) narrow, expand, or remain about the same over the period 1970 to 1980?  What 
about from 1980 to 1990?  Is the change in the gender gap in earnings different for some age 
groups than others? To answer this, first compare 25-34 year-olds in 1970, 1980, and 1990. Did 
the gender gap narrow, expand, or remain about the same? Next compare 35-44 year-olds in 
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1970, 1980, and 1990. Did the gap narrow, expand, or remain about the same? What about for 
45-54 year-olds? What about for 55-64 year-olds? Summarize your findings.  
 
Exercise 7. Compare the percent of women in each age group earning $30,000 in 1970 to the 
percent of women in the same age group earning $30,000 in 1980. (For example, compare 25-
34 year-old women in 1970 to 25-34 year-old women in 1980.) Did the percent of women 
earning $30,000 for any specific age group increase more than for all women in the paid labor 
force? Make similar comparison between 1980 and 1990. What generalizations would you 
make? Is there any particular cohort of women for which earnings improved substantially over 
time?  
 
 Next, follow each cohort of women from one cohort to the next. How does the percent 
earning $30,000 change over time for each cohort? For example, what percent of women age 
25-34 in 1970 were earning $30,000 in 1970? Compare to women age 35-44 in 1980 and to 
women age 45-54 in 1990. (This is the same cohort at three points in time.) Remember, there 
are six cohorts to follow. 
 
 Repeat the analysis for men. 
 

Discussion Questions 
[Note: The first two questions were also raised in the section on Gender Inequality. It is useful 
to think about them again.] 

 
1. What factors affect a woman’s occupational choice? A man’s? 

 
2. How does society perceive occupations traditionally held by women? Men? Do you think that 
society places a different value on occupations held mostly by women as compared to 
occupations held mostly by men? 
 
3. Why do you think men usually have higher earnings than women? 
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