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During the 1980s and 1990s, industrial restructuring led to a marked increase in wage 
inequality. Women, however, were not as negatively affected as men by the decline in 
manufacturing employment both because their pay was relatively low within the manufacturing 
industry, and their already high representation in the service  sector provided access to newly 
created opportunities. Concurrent with industrial restructuring, women improved their labor market 
position by increasing educational attainment and labor force attachment making them uniquely 
positioned to benefit from the shift to an “office economy.” Yet African American and white 
women did not fare equally and, between 1980 and 2002, the black-white wage gap among 
women more than doubled. This paper investigates potential explanations for the growth in the 
black-white wage gap among women during the transition to a service sector economy. 
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 The transition from a goods-producing to a service sector economy in the United States has 

captured the interest of both sociologists and the American public (Moore 1989, Morris and Western 

1999, Ehrenreich 2001, Atkinson 2005). The popular press has often blamed the erosion of men’s 

earnings on the decline in unionized, manufacturing jobs and the increase in low-wage service sector jobs, 

yet less attention has been given to the effect of deindustrialization on women’s wages (Moore 1989, 

Farber 1997). Although the transition to a service sector economy has raised the specter of a nation of 

McDonald’s counter clerks and Walmart cashiers, the service sector encompasses a wide variety of jobs 

including lawyers, educators and other professionals, and employs the majority of workers in the United 

States (Carnevale and Rose 1998, Morris and Western 1999, Bernhardt, Morris, and Handcock 2001). 

Thus the shift to a service economy did not strictly mean a “race to the bottom” for American workers; 

instead it heralded greater inequality due to the vast range of jobs in the service sector.  

Concurrent with industrial restructuring, women’s labor market position improved due to both 

increasing educational attainment and stronger labor force attachment, making them uniquely positioned 

to benefit from the shift to an “office economy” (Carnevale and Rose 1998). Within this advantage, 

however, black and white women fared differently. Between 1980 and 2002, the median black-white 

wage gap among women grew from eight to eighteen percent for women workers (see Figure 1) while the 

black-white wage gap among men remained similar (Bernhardt et al. 2001). In dollar terms, the gap in 

median hourly pay grew from 79 cents to $2.05 between 1980 and 2002; the growth in the mean wage 

gap was even greater.1  

The rise in racial wage inequality among women provides a curious puzzle. While the black-white 

wage gap among men remained relatively stable, the gap among women grew significantly. After the 

remarkable strides made by black women in the 1960s and 1970s, one would expect the black-white wage 

gap to continue to shrink as black women made steady progress in educational attainment and 

occupational diversity. Yet even with these positive changes, the wage gap continued to grow, becoming 

two and a half times larger by 2002. In this paper, I assess whether the erosion of black women’s relative 
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wages was primarily due to white women “moving up” to better jobs, or black women taking the “down 

escalator” to increasingly bad jobs during the post-industrial transition (McBrier and G. Wilson 2004).  

 
wage gap is  calculated as 1 – (black median wage/ white 
median wage) and 1-(black log wage/ white log wage) 

 
Figure 1 Wage Trends Among Women Workers, 1980-2002 

 

The Effects of Economic Restructuring 

The growth in earnings inequality in the United States has been broadly investigated, 

generally focusing on the effects of deindustrialization on wages (Bernhardt, et al. 2001, Card 

and DiNardo 2002, Couch and Daly 2002, Mishel, Bernstein, and Schmitt 1997, Morris and 

Western 1999). Deindustrialization includes myriad features that affect wages, particularly for 

the less skilled, including an overall decline in manufacturing employment, the movement of 

manufacturing jobs from inner cities to metropolitan areas, and the replacement of 

manufacturing jobs with service sector employment (Wilson 1990, Massey and Denton 1992, 

Bernhardt et al. 2001). Studies show that the shrinking manufacturing sector drove down the 

wages of less-skilled men in the 1970s and 1980s, disproportionately affecting black male 

earners (Darity and Myers 1998, Massey and Denton 1992). Yet deindustrialization did not 
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affect women similarly because of both their relatively low representation in the manufacturing 

industry and their low pay within the industry due to their predominance as operatives. 

Manufacturing jobs were never “good jobs” for women, thus rather than disadvantaging women 

workers, the changing industry mix resulted in median wage gains for both black women and 

white women (Newsome and Dodoo 2002, Bound and Dresser 1999).    

Good Jobs/Bad Jobs 

 The effect of industrial restructuring on the wages of Americans has often been examined in 

terms of job creation—that is, are jobs becoming better or worse for American workers? The good 

jobs/bad jobs debate examines changes in job quality resulting from the transition to a service economy, 

encompassing several aspects of earnings and occupations including the extent that job growth is in good 

or bad jobs; the effects of changes in the industry and occupation mix on the distribution of jobs into 

“good” and “bad,” and the effect of weakening wage setting institutions (Bernhardt et al. 2001, Mishel, 

Bernstein, and Boushey 2003). Previous research supports the speculation that jobs are increasingly 

bifurcated into good jobs and bad jobs, resulting in greater wage inequality (Autor, Katz, and Kearney 

2006, Farber 1997, Meisenheimer II 1998, Carnevale and Rose 1998, Kalleberg, Reskin and Hudson 

2000). Within this divergence, there is a general consensus that while there has been an increase in both 

“lousy and lovely” jobs, the shift to a service economy has created more good jobs than bad (Goos and 

Manning 2007). The bifurcation of jobs coupled with women’s increased educational attainment and 

labor force attachment contributed to the growth in wage inequality among black and white women as 

those who were well-positioned were able to take advantage of the growth in good jobs, leading to strong 

wage gains (Farber 1997, Carnevale and Rose 1998, Kalleberg, et al. 2000). 

The Demand for Skill 

 One of the most common explanations for an increasingly polarized job distribution is skill-

biased technological change (SBTC). The theory posits that the growing technical demands of 

jobs have resulted in greater demand and higher pay for skilled workers and lesser demand and 
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lower pay for unskilled workers leading to greater wage inequality. However, the evidence 

supporting this argument is weak (Morris and Western 1999, Card and DiNardo 2002). Contrary 

to skill-biased technological change explanations, the employment and wages of managers, other 

sales, and financial sales occupations, not technical occupations, are primarily responsible for 

growing inequality (Mishel et al. 2001).  

 In one of the better known exchanges regarding the issue, Krueger (1993) finds support for 

the skill-based technological change argument arguing that computer use at work leads to higher 

wages. DiNardo and Pischke (1997) countered, showing that the use of a pencil also leads to 

higher wages. Thus jobs in the office, particularly managing services and people, not technically 

demanding jobs, have become far more lucrative. Over the 1980s and 1990s, women increased 

their representation in these occupations with the proportion of women in professional 

(excluding teaching) or managerial positions growing from twelve percent to 28 percent between 

1970 and 2000 (Katz, Stern, and Fader 2005). At the same time that women were moving into 

white collar occupations, the reward to skill within these occupations grew. 

 Education 

 The premium for skill, particularly a college degree grew markedly during the 1980s and 

1990s (Autor, Katz, and Kearney 2008, Goldin and Katz 2007, Gottschalk 1997, Levy and 

Murnane 1992, Morris and Western 1999).  While the growth in the degree premium among men 

was largely due to declining wages for the less-educated (Bernhardt, Morris and Handcock 

1995), the growth in the degree premium among women was more clearly due to wage gains for 

degree holders. Although women had median wage gains across the board, degree holders had 

the greatest gains (Katz and Autor 2008). Studies find that differential college degree attainment 

contributed significantly to the black-white wage gap among women with estimated 
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contributions ranging from 25 to 40 percent of the wage gap (Antecol and Bedard 2002, Kim 

2002, Bound and Dresser 1999, Blau and Beller 1992).  

 Cognitive skills 

 In addition to the growth in the college premium, some researchers claim that a growing return to 

cognitive ability increased wage inequality (Herrnstein and Murray 1994). Few studies, however, find 

much of a contribution after controlling for other human capital characteristics (Murnane 1995, Bowles 

and Gintis 2002, Farkas 2003, Cawley et al. 1999); instead, cognitive skills primarily express the 

likelihood of educational attainment. Relatively little work examines whether the return to cognitive skill 

has grown over time, but the evidence available indicates a small to non-existent increase since the 1970s 

(Murnane 1995, Bowles and Gintis 2002). Overall, cognitive skill consistently explains a relatively small 

portion of the variation in earnings (two to three percent) after controlling for human capital (Cawley et 

al. 1999, Kerckhoff, Raudenbush and Glennie 2001).  With such low explanatory power, growth in the 

premium could not contribute significantly to  increased wage inequality among black women and white 

women.  

 Soft skills 

 Soft skills are a collection of personality traits, work habits, and communication skills that 

employers seek in potential employees. Soft skills have been variously described as attitude, 

friendliness, communication ability, teamwork, and motivation (Bowles and Gintis 2002, Moss 

and Tilly 2001). Researchers find that employers typically prioritize soft skills over any 

formalized technical skill or credential when seeking an employee (Bowles and Gintis 2002, Moss 

and Tilly 1996, Moss and Tilly 2001).  

 There is some evidence that a growing proportion of jobs require soft skills, either because 

individuals must have contact with customers or they work in teams. For instance, in the past a 

portion of clerical workers worked in typing pools where they specialized in one task with 

relatively little interaction. With the advent of word processing technology, clerical workers were 



 8

more likely to perform varied tasks including word processing, answering phones, and 

scheduling appointments, requiring that a greater proportion of clerical workers possess 

interpersonal skills. In addition, work reorganization in the 1980s and 1990s eliminated levels of 

hierarchy when possible, requiring greater communication and supervisory skills among lower 

level workers as they worked in teams and made more decisions at the job level (Cappelli 1996; 

Cappelli, Bassi et al. 1997). As jobs demanded greater interaction, employers sought workers 

that possessed “soft skills.” The rising demand for soft skills may have particularly 

disadvantaged African Americans as employers attempting to evaluate subjective, culturally-

bound skills such as attitude, friendliness, and motivation relied on race as proxy for soft skills 

(Bowles and Gintis 2002, Moss and Tilly 2001). 

 During the 1980s and 1990s, women increased their labor force participation at the same 

time that the occupation and industry mix of jobs changed. During these transitions, the black-

white wage gap among women more than doubled indicating a changing demand for skill among 

women workers. In the following analysis, I explore whether the bifurcation of jobs and changes 

in human capital led to a more racialized job distribution with black women increasingly 

relegated to “bad jobs.”  

Data 

 For this analysis, I use the Merged Outgoing Rotation Group (MORG), derived from the Current 

Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is a monthly household survey of 50-60,000 households conducted by 

the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics in order to measure labor force participation 

and employment. Each household that enters the Current Population Survey is interviewed for four 

months, not interviewed for eight months, then interviewed again for four months. Since the CPS adds 

new households every month, in any one month, one quarter of the sample is rotating out—either for an 

eight month break or because it is the end of the sixteen month survey period. The MORG is comprised 
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of these outgoing households meaning that a household in the survey will contribute data in two 

consecutive years. The MORG is optimal for investigating the black-white wage gap among women 

because of its large sample size, representative sample, reliable earnings data, and consistency in 

questioning throughout the observation period. Its major shortcoming is the lack of a measure of work 

experience. In addition, MORG data do not include a measure of children in the household until 1984. 

In this analysis, I use a sample of prime-age black women and white women, age 25-54, who 

worked for pay and were not self-employed, comparing the observation years 1980 and 2002. Although 

there are data available after 2002, the occupation and industry codes were changed substantially in 2003. 

For this reason, 2002 will be the final observation year, though the wage gap continued to grow after the 

observation period. 

For the dependent variable in linear regressions, I use the natural log of hourly wages deflated to 

2000 dollars using the Personal Consumption Expenditures (PCE) index. Human capital is measured 

using age and educational attainment. Age is used as a proxy for potential experience and is a continuous 

variable. Education is derived from highest grade completed and although this results in some 

overestimation of diplomas and degrees (Frazis, Ports, and Stewart 1995), the effect should remain 

constant over the observation period. Because the influence of educational attainment is non-linear, 

dummy variables best capture the changing effect of educational attainment. Education is indicated using 

dummy variables representing attainment less than high school, high school, some college, and a college 

degree, with high school as the omitted category. Marital status is coded as married, never married, and 

previously married (divorced, separated, or widowed) with married as the omitted variable. I also include 

dummy variables for region, rural residence, part-time work (less than 35 hours), public sector work, and 

being paid hourly. 

 Occupation is divided into nine categories: professional/technical, managerial, sales, clerical, 

service, craftsmen, operative, labor, and farm. Industry is divided into eleven categories: 

agriculture/mining/construction, manufacturing, transportation and communications, finance/ insurance/ 

real estate, other service, health care, education/social services, public administration, personal 
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service/entertainment, and private household. I separate health care from education and social services 

because the health care industry is a significant employer of women. I also retain private household 

industry as a separate category because, in 1980, six percent of African American women were still 

employed in private households. Although using 3 digit occupation and industry codes would yield more 

detailed information about the specific outcomes of black women and white women as a result of the 

transition to white collar work, the purpose of this analysis is to examine the effects of the transition to 

white collar occupations more broadly. 

Methods 

Regression 

Ordinary least squares regression is a method of linear regression that estimates the effect of 

independent variables on a dependent variable by minimizing the sum of the residuals squared. I examine 

earnings trends by estimating regressions separately for black women and white women in 1980 and 2002 

using the following model: 

lnY = Xb + e 
 

where lnY is the natural log of observed hourly wages, X is a vector of variables measuring human capital 

and job characteristics, b is a vector of coefficients, and e is a random error term.  

Results 

Between 1980 and 2002, women increased both their labor force participation and their median 

wage. Table 1 indicates that the labor force participation of black and white women grew similarly, 

especially as full-time workers. In addition, both black and white women had median wage gains with the 

bulk of the growth occurring from the mid-1990s to 2002, similar to wage growth among all U.S. workers 

(Mishel, Bernstein, and Allegretto 2007, see Figure 1). Yet while mean and median wages increased, so 

did wage dispersion, with the standard deviation of mean wages doubling between 1980 and 2002 (see 

Table 2). Within this broader wage distribution, the relative position of black women declined.  

 



 11

 
 

Table 1 The labor force participation of black and white women

1980 2002 1980 2002
Full time .45 .57 .51 .63
Part time .15 .18 .10 .09

Total Working .61 .75 .61 .72

Not in labor force .36 .22 .32 .22
Unemployed .03 .03 .07 .06

White Black

 
 

 

Table 2 Summary of women's hourly wage

Mean Median
Standard
Deviation

1980 $10.90 $9.60 $5.90
2002 $15.53 $12.75 $11.88

CPS Morg data, PCE deflated to 2000 dollars  

Table 3 reveals that although white women had a higher overall median wage in 1980, black 

women had a wage advantage within certain human capital and job characteristic measures, outearning 

white women as degree holders, managers, and those employed in transportation and communication 

industries. In addition, black women and white women earned similar wages as professionals, clerical 

workers, and in public administration. By 2002, however, white women’s median wage superseded black 

women’s within all human capital and job characteristics except as clerical workers where black and 

white women had similar median wages. 

Table 4 indicates large-scale shifts in the distribution of black and white women among 

human capital and job characteristics over the observation period. Both black and white women 

increased their educational attainment, but, in absolute terms, white women had greater gains. By 

2002, one third of white women had college degrees while one fifth of black women did. The 

proportion of both black women and white women in clerical, service, and operative occupations 
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declined while the proportion in professional/technical, managerial, and sales occupations grew 

over the observation period. Industry shifts were less remarkable, the most notable being losses 

in manufacturing, growth in the business and repair service and health care industries, and, for 

black women, a decline in private household employment. Typically, the examination of labor 

market restructuring in the United States has focused on the effects of industrial shifts. Although 

changes in the industry mix can reflect a fundamental change in the types of jobs people perform 

e.g. moving from manufacturing to health care, changes in occupation more clearly reflect a shift 

in the character of work. Women experienced far greater shifts in occupational distribution 

relative to industry distribution over the observation period, illustrating a dramatic change in the 

tasks women performed at work. 

Overall, then, black and white women experienced similar trends in compositional change, 

yet white women had greater growth in areas associated with wage gains such as college degree 

attainment, while black women experienced the greatest shifts in areas that would have adverse 

effects on wages (e.g., growth in proportion paid hourly and decline in public sector work). 

Interestingly, black women and white women had similar losses in employment in low-paying 

occupations with approximately twenty percentage points fewer workers in clerical, operative, 

and low-end service occupations by 2002.  

In addition to the relative disadvantage black women faced with regard to changing 

composition, they were also disadvantaged in wage growth. Both black women and white 

women experienced median wage gains among many human capital and job characteristics, yet 

white women’s gains were larger. Wage gains were comparable only among measures with fairly 

low wages. For instance, wage gains were most similar among women with a diploma or less and 

among low-end service and clerical occupations. The downward shift in the relative wages of 
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black women across occupation and industry, coupled with their growth in jobs with hourly pay 

implies that as the distribution of jobs changed, black women were relegated to less desirable 

jobs relative to white women.  

Table 3 Median hourly wages of women workers

1980 2002 1980 2002
Median hourly wage $9.60 $13.28 $8.81 $10.86 $1.63
Less than high school $7.60 $7.87 $6.72 $7.24 -$.26
High school $9.02 $10.62 $8.64 $9.66 $.58
Some college $10.56 $12.55 $10.08 $11.13 $.94
College $12.96 $18.57 $13.63 $17.81 $1.43
Job characteristics
Full time $10.23 $13.91 $9.60 $11.59 $1.68
Part time $7.68 $10.34 $6.51 $7.73 $1.45
Salaried $11.76 $16.92 $10.67 $15.12 $.71
Paid hourly $8.35 $10.96 $7.87 $9.66 $.82
Private sector $9.60 $12.55 $8.06 $10.14 $.88
Public sector $11.30 $15.03 $10.56 $13.52 $.77
Occupation
Professional/technical $13.44 $18.02 $13.44 $15.60 $2.42
Managers/officials $11.95 $17.17 $13.20 $16.13 $2.29
Clerical $9.60 $11.59 $9.60 $11.59 $.00
Sales $7.68 $10.86 $7.30 $7.85 $2.63
Operatives $9.60 $12.07 $9.60 $11.01 $1.06
Service work $8.52 $10.17 $7.87 $9.66 -$.14
Industry
Manufacturing $9.60 $13.27 $8.51 $10.33 $1.84
Transportation/communication $12.48 $14.85 $12.87 $12.53 $2.70
Wholesale/retail trade $7.68 $9.66 $7.20 $8.21 $.97
Finance/insurance/real estate $10.03 $14.49 $9.60 $12.53 $1.53
Business/repair services $10.56 $14.49 $9.08 $11.47 $1.54
Health care $10.56 $14.49 $8.83 $10.55 $2.21
Education/social service $10.67 $14.10 $10.13 $12.31 $1.25
Public administration $11.52 $15.09 $11.52 $14.41 $.68
CPS MORG data, PCE deflated to 2000 dollars

White Black
White-black
wage gain

differential
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Table 4 Descriptives of selected characteristics of working women*

1980 2002 Change 1980 2002 Change

Mean age 38 40 37 39
Less than high school .17 .06 -.11 .35 .13 -.22
High school .47 .30 -.17 .40 .34 -.05
Some college .18 .31 .13 .15 .33 .18
College .18 .33 .15 .10 .20 .09
Characteristics of working women
Part time .22 .27 .05 .15 .19 .03
Paid hourly .55 .56 .02 .62 .66 .04
Public sector .23 .20 -.03 .31 .26 -.05
Selected occupations

Professional/technical .22 .29 .06 .16 .21 .05
Manager/official .08 .18 .11 .04 .12 .09
Clerical .37 .24 -.13 .29 .24 -.05
Sales .06 .10 .05 .02 .07 .05
Operative .10 .04 -.07 .16 .08 -.09
Service .14 .11 -.02 .29 .24 -.06
Selected industries
Manufacturing .18 .10 -.08 .19 .09 -.10
Transportation/communication .05 .05 .00 .05 .08 .02

Wholesale/retail trade .18 .17 -.01 .10 .13 .03
Finance/insurance/real estate .09 .09 .00 .06 .07 .01
Business/repair services .06 .11 .05 .04 .08 .05
Health care .15 .18 .04 .19 .22 .03
Education/social service .18 .19 .01 .19 .18 -.01
Public administration .05 .05 .00 .08 .09 .01
Private household .01 .01 -.01 .06 .01 -.05
*Except for age, values represent percent of women

BlackWhite

Characteristics of all women

 

 

Regression 

 Regression models estimate the effect of composition or returns to human capital and job 

characteristics on wages. In order to examine differential trends, regressions are estimated separately for 

black women and white women in 1980 and 2002. Variables that express potential experience (age minus 

education minus six) are commonly used in regressions although they are less accurate for women 
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because of their weaker labor force attachment (Antecol and Bedard 2002). In this case, I regard the age 

premium as a signal of changing work experience among women rather than a change in the return to 

experience or age. Since women increased their labor force participation over the observation period, it 

would follow that age would be increasingly correlated with work experience, leading to a greater return 

to age.  The observed change in the effect of age on wages lends support to this supposition.  Although 

the age premium for both black women and white women was relatively small, it grew over the 

observation period. In the full model, ten years of age resulted in a wage penalty of two percent for white 

women in 1980, growing to a premium of six percent in 2002. Among black women, the premium grew 

from three to five percent. Thus the wage effects of age grew eight percentage points for white women 

and only two percentage points for black women, implying that the wages of white women benefitted 

from greater work experience by 2002. Research using NLS data supports this supposition for young 

women during the 1980s (McCrate and Leete 1994) 

As expected, wage inequality due to educational attainment for both black and white women grew 

over the observation period with the premium for sixteen or more years of education and the penalty for 

less than twelve years increasing (see Table 5).  Between 1980 and 2002, the wage penalty for less than 

twelve years of schooling grew by approximately 50 percent, ending at 15 percentage points for white 

dropouts and 20 percentage points for black dropouts after controlling for other human capital and job 

characteristics. The college wage premium grew from 15 to 32 percent for white women and 21 to 31 

percent for black women between 1980 and 2002.2  Thus although both black and white degree holders 

experienced considerable growth in their wage premium, white women gained far more, reversing their 

1980 ranking. While black degree holders experienced a greater premium and a higher median wage in 

1980, by 2002, black women and white women had comparable premiums, resulting in a higher median 

wage for white women. 
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Table 5 Regression models for black and white women*

Human Capital
Age (10 years) .03 -.02 * .07 .06 .00 .03 .07 .05
Never married .05 .00 * -.05 -.05 -.02 .00 -.04 -.02
Previously married .03 .01 -.03 -.03 .01 ** .01 -.01 .00
Midwest .00 .01 -.05 -.05 .01 .02 -.06 -.05
South -.02 -.05 -.07 -.11 -.15 -.11 -.09 -.09
West .06 .06 .00 * .00 ** .03 .03 .02 .01 **
Rural -.12 -.11 -.15 -.13 -.14 -.12 -.12 -.10
Less than high school -.16 -.07 -.26 -.15 -.18 -.08 -.28 -.20
Some college .13 .06 .16 .07 .13 .05 .13 .04
College .33 .15 .55 .32 .43 .21 .55 .31

Occupation
Professional .23 .24 .22 .14
Manager .14 .24 .22 .16
Sales -.03 .06 -.02 ** -.12
Operative -.07 -.04 -.11 -.13
Service -.17 -.20 -.14 -.19

Industry
Manufacturing .20 .21 .19 .19
Transportation/communications .33 .26 .34 .19
Fire/insurance/real estate .12 .21 .10 .12
Business and repair services .13 .14 .07 .10
Health care .16 .23 .08 .12
Education/social service -.04 -.05 .02 .01
Public administration .15 .14 .17 .16
R2 .16 .35 .24 .38 .27 .40 .28 .40
n
*Dependent variable is log hourly wage

BlackWhite 

Omitted categories: married, high school, Northeast, non-rural, full-time, private sector,
 clerical, wholesale/retail trade
All coefficients are significant at the .001 level except where indicated: * = .10, ** = .05, 
underlined = not significant

44,989 47,328 6,068 6,971

1980 2002 1980 2002

 

The trend in the reward to occupational attainment also illustrates the declining relative position of 

black women. For white women, the premium for managerial occupations grew while the premium for 

professional occupations remained similar, but among black women, the premium for both managers and 

professionals declined relative to clerical work. In 1980, black women received a far greater premium to 

managerial occupations relative to white women, but, by 2002, their positions reversed, with white 

women’s premium becoming higher. Trends in sales occupations also disadvantaged black women. As a 
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growing proportion of women worked in sales occupations, black and white women fared differently with 

white women’s penalty becoming a six percent premium relative to clerical workers, while black 

women’s penalty grew from two to twelve percent. In addition, black women’s penalty for service and 

operative occupations, relative to clerical work, disproportionately grew. By 2002, then, changing 

rewards to occupations resulted in smaller rewards for black women in good jobs as professionals and 

managers, and larger penalties for black women in bad jobs relative to clerical occupations. 

The relative wage losses of black women illustrate an increasingly racialized distribution of jobs. At 

the same time that less educated workers lost value in the labor market, women with degrees became 

more valued. Yet while black degree holders had a higher median wage in 1980, the wage growth of 

white degree holders was far greater, leading to their greater median wage by 2002. Coupled with their 

superior wage growth, white degree holders also had a higher rate of degree attainment leading them to 

dominate white collar jobs. As the representation of white women in good jobs grew, were black women 

increasingly segregated into “bad jobs?” In the next section, I examine whether the distribution of women 

workers into good jobs and bad jobs became more racialized. 

Differences in Industry Distribution 

Black and white women experienced increasingly disparate rewards in both managerial and sales 

occupations. One would suspect that the change in rewards was due to the differential industries in which 

black women and white women work. For instance, sales occupations include both low-quality, low-wage 

jobs such as retail cashier and high-paying jobs such as real estate agent, and the distribution into these 

jobs may be racially determined. The occupation-industry categories in Table 6 reveal that, to a certain 

degree, black women and white women in managerial and sales occupations worked in different 

industries. Although the great majority of black and white women in sales occupations worked in the 

retail/wholesale trade industry, 17 percent of white sales workers worked in finance, insurance, and real 

estate industries. Managerial occupations, however, were not distributed among industries as expected. 

African American women managers worked in more lucrative industries, mainly in public administration 

and education/social services, while white women were more likely to work in retail/wholesale trade, an 
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industry associated with lower median wages (see Table 3, Morris and Western 1999, Bernhardt et al. 

2001). Although African American women managers worked in industries with higher median wages, 

their median wage was lower than white women managers. Differential rewards to occupation, then, 

cannot be primarily explained by differential industry distribution. Instead, it appears that black women 

and white women held different jobs or were paid differently within broad occupational categories 

regardless of industry. 

 
Table 6 Proportion of key occupations within industries*

White Black White Black White Black White Black
Manufacturing .04 .03 .11 .06 .06 .01 .01 .01
Wholesale/Retail Trade .03 .03 .12 .09 .66 .75 .26 .11
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate .02 .02 .16 .16 .17 .10 .01 .01
Business & Repair Services .10 .08 .17 .12 .04 .04 .06 .06
Health Care .33 .33 .11 .11 .00 .01 .26 .44
Education/Social Services .39 .39 .12 .17 .01 .01 .15 .16
Public Administration .04 .09 .08 .17 .00 .01 .05 .07
Personal/Recreation Services .02 .01 .04 .03 .02 .03 .13 .10
*women in 2002, weighted CPS data

Sales Service
Professional/

technical Managers

 
 

Industrial Restructuring and Occupational Mobility 
 
Changing human capital, both in education and experience, and shifting rewards to characteristics 

resulted in a reordering of women workers, with white women securing an overall higher position relative 

to black women. At the same time, the transition to a post-industrial economy resulted in a changing 

occupation and industry mix that offered different types of jobs to workers (Morris and Western 1999, 

Bernhardt et al 2001, Atkinson 2005). Women were well-poised to succeed in the new “office economy,” 

as they were already disproportionately located in service sector jobs. I next explore whether restructuring 

resulted in a change in the occupational mix that benefited women resulting in both black and white 

women garnering a greater share of “good jobs.” In addition, I investigate whether white women gained 

greater access to good jobs relative to black women by 2002. 

In the following analysis, I operationalize a good job similar to the common definition in the 

literature (Farber 1997, Meisenheimer II 1998, Kalleberg et al. 2000, Atkinson 2005). A good job is 
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characterized as permanent, salaried, full-time, and with median wages higher than the median for the 

group as a whole, while a bad job may be temporary, hourly, part-time, with median wages lower than the 

median wage of the group (Piore 1970, Reskin 1991, Meisenheimer II 1998, Kalleberg et al. 2000). 

Examining jobs in terms of lower-than-median and higher-than-median wages gives credence to using the 

above indicators to sort jobs into good jobs and bad jobs. Job characteristics with a lower-than-median 

wage include: part-time work, work paid hourly, service occupations, and work in the wholesale/retail 

trade industry, all characteristics commonly associated with “bad jobs.” Full-time positions, salaried 

positions, and professional and managerial occupations all have a higher-than-median wage (see Table 3) 

and are common criteria for “good jobs.” Even among “good jobs,” however, black and white women 

fared differently as evidenced by their differential pay as professionals, managers, and salaried workers. I 

first analyze to what extent the proportion of white women and black women in good jobs and bad jobs 

have changed, then whether the wage distribution within good jobs has become more racialized. 

 The rise in the service sector resulted in a changing occupational mix where white collar 

occupations became more highly rewarded while the wages of low-skill occupations such as service 

workers and operatives stagnated or declined (Farber 1997, Carnevale and Rose 1998, Queneau 2006, see 

Table 3). Figure 2 illustrates the change in the occupational mix for all workers, and separately for white 

women and black women using the Current Population Survey’s merged outgoing rotation group 

(MORG) data. Relative to the total population, the proportion of women working as professionals and 

managers grew disproportionately while they also disproportionately left clerical and operative 

occupations. White women had both the greatest growth in occupations with high median wages between 

1980 and 2002, and the greatest movement out of clerical occupations. Both black women and white 

women also moved out of low-wage service work while, among the general population, the proportion of 

individuals in service work increased slightly. The growth in the proportion of both black women and 

white women working in sales occupations was similar to the growth in the total population. 
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Figure 4 Change in Occupational Distribution of Workers, 1980-2002 
 

The great majority of job mobility for both black and white women, then, can be described as 

aggregate occupational upgrading; that is, as a group, they moved to occupations with higher median 

wages. Generally, women moved from bad jobs as operatives and service workers, and neutral jobs as 

clerical workers, into good jobs as managers and professionals. The growth in sales occupations was the 

only growth in a “bad job,” that is, in an occupation with a median wage lower than the overall median 

(see Table 3). The median wage for white women in sales was 18 percent lower than their overall median 

wage while for black women, the median wage was 28 percent lower. However, far more women moved 

out of low-paying operative and service occupations than moved into low-paying sales occupations. 
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Overall, then, as the proportion of good jobs grew in the occupational mix (Farber 1997), women were 

especially advantaged, experiencing  broad occupational upgrading. 

Although both black and white women increased their representation as professionals and 

managers, the character of jobs in these broad occupational categories varies widely. Professional 

occupations include physicians and pre-school teachers while managerial occupations include college 

administrators and retail store managers. Although both black women and white women experienced 

greater aggregate occupational upgrading than the total population of workers, within occupations, black 

women and white women did not fare equally. Between 1980 and 2002, the median wages of white 

women professionals, managers, and sales workers gained 34 percent, 44 percent, and 42 percent, 

respectively, while black women’s median wage gained 16 percent, 22 percent and 8 percent, 

respectively. As women moved into potentially lucrative occupations, then, white women reaped far 

greater benefits.  

Were Black Women Increasingly in Bad Jobs? 
 
Even though both black women and white women experienced aggregate occupational upgrading, 

some workers must still fill less desirable jobs. As more white women improved their occupational status, 

were black women increasingly relegated to bad jobs? If a “bad job” is defined as a job in a low-paying 

occupation such as service work, then, black women did not increasingly take bad jobs. Additionally, 

other characteristics of bad jobs such as working in wholesale and retail trade and working part-time were 

disproportionately held by white women across the observation years (see Table 4). The only indication 

that bad jobs increased for black women was the growth in the proportion of workers paid hourly relative 

to salaried. Black women were far more likely to be paid hourly in both 1980 and 2002; however, the 

proportion grew at a slightly higher rate than white women’s over the observation period. By 2002, two 

thirds of black women were paid by the hour, ten percentage points higher than white women (Table 4).   

Overall, then, black women were not increasingly relegated to “bad jobs;” instead, white women, as 

a group, moved into better jobs. The growth in inequality was not due to the displacement of black 

women from their previous good jobs; instead as the occupational mix changed, white women garnered a 
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bigger share of newly created good jobs resulting in a relative, not absolute, decline in black women’s 

wage and job status.  

Were Wages Within Occupations Increasingly Racialized? 

Both black and white women experienced broad occupational shifts between 1980 and 2002, 

increasing their representation as professionals, managers, and sales workers, but, within these 

occupations, black women’s relative wages fell. Figure 3 illustrates this trend; if black and white women 

received equal pay within occupations, then one quarter of black women would have earnings in the 

bottom quartile and one quarter would have earnings in the top quartile of the wage distribution. In 1980, 

the proportion of black women workers in the bottom quartile of women’s wages was close to 25 percent 

across the selected occupations. But by 2002, far more than 25 percent of black women were in the 

bottom quartile of women’s wages as professionals, managers, and, particularly, among sales 

occupations. In the top quartile of women’s wages, black women were equitably represented in 1980, but 

by 2002, they were fairly represented only as professionals. Black women were less likely to make good 

wages as managers, and especially unlikely to make good wages in sales occupations. As professionals, 

then, the proportion of black women in low-paying positions grew over time3, yet they were able to 

maintain their share of high-paying professional jobs. Among managers and sales workers, though, black 

women were both more likely to hold bad jobs, and less likely to hold good jobs by 2002. 

 

Figure 5 Proportion of Black Women in Quartiles of Women’s Wages within 
Occupation  
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CONCLUSION 

Explaining the growth in the black-white wage gap among women. 

 The growth in the black-white wage gap among women can be explained both by women’s 

inroads into the labor force and by broad labor market restructuring. Judging from their wage growth, as 

women increased their educational attainment and labor force attachment, they became more valued 

workers (Padavic and Reskin 2002, Mishel et al. 2003). At the same time, industrial restructuring and the 

rise of the “office economy” coupled with a greater supply of jobs requiring a college degree uniquely 

advantaged women (Farber 1997, Carnevale and Rose 1998, Morris and Western 1999). During this time 

of increased opportunity for women, one would expect aggregate occupational upgrading to equally 

improve the wage outcomes of black women and white women. Yet the shift in occupational distribution 

benefited white women far more than black women, partially because more white women moved into 

professional and managerial positions where their greater education and growing labor force attachment 

helped them benefit from new, potentially lucrative opportunities.  

Did Discrimination Increase? 

Although differential educational attainment contributed to white women’s greater success in the 

new “office economy,” the majority of black-white wage inequality remains unexplained by educational 

difference. The marked growth in wage inequality within occupations shows that as professionals, 

managers, and sales workers, black women were increasingly in the bottom quartile of women’s wages. 

In addition, as managers and sales workers, jobs dependent upon social interaction, black women became 

much less likely to earn wages in the top quartile of women’s wages. Although it may not be surprising 

that black women face inequities in the labor market, it is surprising that their disadvantage grew 

substantially after the 1970s.   

Sociologists have often described differential rewards to occupations, industries, and human capital 

as discrimination; however, allocating wage inequality to discrimination is not straightforward (Blau 

1984, Cancio, Evans, and Maume 1996, Padavic and Reskin 2002). It is difficult to believe that 
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overt discrimination, i.e. the unwillingness to hire an African American has increased since 1980.  

Instead,  the changing nature of jobs may have increased discrimination against African Americans as 

more jobs demanded “soft skills” (Moss and Tilly 1996, Moss and Tilly 2001 Browne 2000).  

 As jobs become available, employers must engage in a hiring process employing formal and/or 

informal methods to recruit and screen potential employees. Generally, employers do not formally test 

employees’ skill level; instead, they use a variety of proxies that signal desired skills such as degrees and 

certifications (Farkas, England, Vicknair and Kilbourne 1997). Employers also use proxies that do not 

directly reflect skills, but reflect the probability of a skill. The judgment of skill using characteristics not 

directly related to employment such as age, sex, and race is termed statistical discrimination (Piore 1970, 

Altonji and Blank 1999, Padavic and Reskin 2002). Employers can choose not to hire African Americans 

because they believe black workers are less likely to possess desired skills (Bertrand and Mullainathan 

2004, Moss and Tilly 2002) or choose to hire women because they are more likely to be nurturing and 

possess “people skills” (Skuratowicz and Hunter 2004). 

The greater demand for skills such as attitude, personality, appearance, and communication ability 

increases racial discrimination because they are highly subjective and culturally defined (Moss and Tilly 

1996, Moss and Tilly 2001 Browne 2000). With imperfect information, employers are more likely to 

discriminate based on ascriptive characteristics; in this case, using race as a proxy for “people skills” 

(Becker 1971, Altonji and Blank 1999, Kennelly 1999, Padavic and Reskin 2002).   

 Greater distribution of wages 

African Americans have suffered discrimination in the United States, both historically and across 

social institutions (Wilson 1990, Massey and Denton 1992). Although in the late 1970s, wage 

discrimination against African American women was less evident, a relatively narrow wage distribution 

and offsetting upward influences on black women’s wages may have obscured discrimination. When 

women’s wages were more similar, there was little room for differentiation, but as the wage distribution 

widened, racial sorting became more evident. Between 1980 and 2002, the standard deviation in the 

median hourly wage of women doubled, growing from $6.00 to $12.00 per hour, leaving far more room 
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for stratification based on both race and educational attainment. Huffman (2004) finds that occupations 

with higher mean wages have greater black-white wage inequality, thus it follows that as women moved 

into occupations with higher mean wages, racial stratification would follow. 

In addition to a wider wage distribution, factors that upwardly influenced black women’s wages 

have weakened. Historically, African American women’s stronger labor force attachment increased their 

standing in the labor queue, helping to equalize the wages of black and white women within educational 

levels (Blau and Beller 1992, Bound and Dresser 1999, Corcoran 1999). In addition, the high proportion 

of black women, especially professionals, in the public sector protected their wages from the greater 

discrimination found in the private sector (Bernhardt et al. 2001, Katz, et al. 2005).  Between 1980 and 

2002, these protective factors declined, making labor market discrimination more evident. Even among 

women with the greatest skills, African Americans experienced downward mobility that was less 

explained by human capital and job characteristics typically found to protect workers from job loss 

(McBrier and G. Wilson 2004).  

 Did discrimination increase, then? If discrimination is defined as employers’ reluctance to hire 

black employees based on race, then possibly. One would expect that as the demand for “soft skills” 

grew, employers were more likely to rely on race to signal these difficult-to-measure skills. If 

discrimination is defined as lower average pay for a group that is unexplained by job characteristics or 

human capital, then discrimination grew between 1980 and 2002 (Bound and Dresser 1999, Kim 2002).  

Future Research 

The goal of this paper was to examine the differential effects of broad restructuring on women’s 

wages. The finding that white women disproportionately benefited from the transition to a service 

economy calls for further examination of the effects of aggregate occupational shifts among women. The 

aggregate occupational mobility of black women and white women needs to be examined using finer 

occupational categories, quantified by median wage or prestige score. With this scaled value, we could 

better understand to what extent black women’s aggregate occupational mobility was horizontal or 

downward as they moved into traditionally white-collar occupations.  
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In addition, a portion of the aggregate occupational upgrading experienced by women could 

indicate a change in job title rather than an actual improvement in occupation. For instance, the vague 

category, “administrative and managerial occupations, not elsewhere classified” employed the greatest 

number of white women and many African American women in 2002, yet it is unclear whether this 

indicates a clerical occupation that has been retitled, or whether this position fundamentally differs from 

clerical occupations in authority, tasks, and room for advancement (Jacobs 1992).  

And finally, the growth in inequality among degree holders is particularly alarming. As policies 

focus on “leveling the playing field” for historically disadvantaged groups through educational 

attainment, a growing disparity in earnings between black and white degree holders is concerning, 

particularly since black degree holders outearned white degree holders in 1980. A more detailed analysis 

of the growing wage gap among college graduates focusing on their occupational and wage outcomes is 

urgent if we are to develop effective approaches to improving labor market outcomes for African 

American women.  

 

Endnotes 

1. PCE deflated to 2000 dollars 
2. In this regression, I controlled for age, region, rural or non-rural, and job characteristics. 
3. In 2002, 31 percent of black women professionals made less than $12.50 per hour (PCE deflated 

to 2000 dollars). 
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