Indicators of Economic and Social Progress of Working Women in the United States

Overview.  Many challenges confront our nation’s 21st Century workforce.  Demographic shifts indicate an aging population, an impending labor shortage, and a skills gap.  Our country must respond to these challenges. Our government is doing many things to respond to these challenges.  For example, a central mission of the Department of Labor is to help prepare America’s workforce to meet the challenges of the new economy.  In June 2001, President George W. Bush signed an Executive Order directing the Secretary of Labor to establish within the Department of Labor the Office of the 21st Century Workforce.  This Executive Order was announced at the Summit on the 21st Century Workforce, where the President heard from business, labor, academic, and government leaders from across the country about their views and concerns related to structural changes affecting the U.S. workforce and economy.  

High-tech jobs are key in the changing economy of the 21st century.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects employment in high-tech industries to grow nearly twice as fast as for all industries, 30 percent compared to 17 percent from 2000 to 2010.  High tech occupations offer the opportunity for higher pay.  In 2001 median weekly earnings for workers in professional specialty jobs and technical and related support jobs -- which include many technology-oriented occupations -- ranged significantly above the median weekly earnings for all occupations.

The women of Generation X have narrowed the wage gap with men, compared with women in the late 1970s and early 1980s.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that in 2001, women between 25 and 34 earned, on average, 83 percent of what men the same age earned – compared to 67 percent in 1979.

The number of women-owned businesses continues to grow at twice the rate of all U.S. firms, and those businesses show significantly greater increases in employment and revenues, according to a new report from the Center for Women’s Business Research (founded as the National Foundation for Women Business Owners). Between 1997 and 2002, the Center estimates that the number of majority-owned, privately held women-owned firms will have grown by 14 percent (compared to seven percent nationwide) and will stand at 6.2 million in 2002.

Women in the United States are finding more opportunities and choices in the workplace as we begin the 21st Century.  Recently, economic data collected by the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics in the Current Population Survey provided data that demonstrates some positive changes for working women. 

Rising Employment Rates.  In 2001 there were 110 million women 16 years of age and over in the United States.  Of these, over 63
 million – 57.3 percent – were employed in either a full-time or part-time capacity.  Women are important and valued participants in the U.S. labor market, comprising nearly 47 percent of all employed persons.  

Employment is an important indicator of economic and social well-being for women:  In addition to providing income for themselves and their families, employment opportunities provide women a sense of independence, self-sufficiency and confidence.   The proportion of women who are employed has nearly doubled over the past 50 years.  In 1951, 33.1 percent of women were employed compared with 57.3 percent in 2001.

The number of women employed increased by 9.5 million over the 1991-2001 decade.  From 1991 to 2001, there was an increase of 17.4 million in the total number of employed persons and, and 54.7 percent were women. 

Low Unemployment.  Women in the U.S. who want to work are overwhelmingly successful in finding jobs.  In August 2002, 
only 5.4 percent of the women in the labor force were unemployed.    By comparison, the unemployment rate for men in August 2002 was 6.0 percent.  Unemployment rates for women have consistently averaged lower than men’s unemployment rates over the past ten years.  For women over 20, the employment success rate was even higher with only 4.9 percent unemployed.

The U.S. is currently recovering from a year of economic recession, and unemployment rates for both women and men are higher than the 4.2 percent rate for women and the 4.4 percent rate for men that was seen in March 2001, the beginning of the recession.  However, the recent recession has been somewhat milder than previous business cycle downturns.  For example, the women’s unemployment rate today is significantly lower than the 6.7 percent rate of unemployment reported at the similar point in the 1990-91 recession.  The comparable unemployment rate for men in 1990-91 was 7.4 percent. 

Education Provides New Opportunities to Women in Management, Professional and Technical Occupations.    Between 1991 and 2001, the increase in total employment was 17.4 million, of which 11.6 million was in the high-paying managerial and professional specialties and technical and related support occupations.  Women dominated employment growth in these key fields with 7.1 million persons employed in these fast-growing fields.   The growth of managerial and professional specialty and technical and related support jobs is a reflection of two trends strongly influencing the American workplace – rapid technological change and global economic integration.  Women are the primary beneficiaries of these trends

Managerial and professional specialty and technical and related support occupations increasingly demand high levels of educational attainment.  The progress of women in the U.S. in obtaining higher education has been instrumental in their success in the job market.  In 2001, 24.4 percent of women in the U.S. aged 25 years and over were college graduates.  In 1992, 24.7 percent of women aged 25 years and over were college graduates.  Even though the percentages for 2001 and 1992 are nearly identical, the actual number of women aged 25 years and over who were  college graduates nearly doubled – from 11.9 million in 1992 to 22.6 million in 2001.  Nine percent of women in this same age group had an associate degree in 2001, while 8.4 percent had an associate degree in 1992.  

Since 1990, the number of women receiving baccalaureate degrees has consistently exceeded the number of men competing baccalaureate degrees.  With the fastest growing and best paying jobs in the U.S. economy requiring college degrees, women will be in the position to continue receiving the predominant share of benefits from employment growth in the future.

Higher Individual and Household Incomes Result from Women’s Work Effort.  Increased employment for women has combined with increases in women’s earnings to yield significant improvements in women’s economic well being over the past decade in the U.S.  The median income for women working year round, full time has increased from $20,591 in 1990 to $28,823 in 2000 – an increase of 40.0 percent. 

Since 1992, the percentage of full-time, year-round working women who earn over $40,000 per year in real (2000) dollar terms has doubled to over 9.9 million in March 2001 – an increase of over 5 million women in the high earning category in eight years.  Over the same period, the number of full-time, year-round working women in the lowest earning category – under $20,000 per year – has decreased in both absolute number and percentage of full-time working women.  In March 2001, over 70 percent of full-time working women in the U.S. made more than $20,000 and nearly 25 percent made over $40,000 per year.  

Women who are full-time workers contribute significant shares of total household incomes from their work.  Women who are the heads of single or non-family households (one individual or two or more unrelated individuals residing together) derive 81.7 percent of their household income from work earnings.  Women who are heads of family households – including a spouse or children – earn 55.8 percent of total household income.  Women who are the spouse in a family household earn 40.2 percent of total household income.  The contribution of working spouses has increased over the past decade.  In 1991, working spouses earned only 38.8 percent of total household income.

Bush Administration – Working for Women.  Since the new Administration transitioned into office in January 2001, it has responded to the needs of working women under the leadership of President George W. Bush.  Thus far, President George W. Bush has appointed five women to Cabinet-rank positions, including the Secretaries of Labor, Interior, and Agriculture; the Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency; and the National Security Advisor.  For the first time, a woman cabinet member is Asian American, Secretary of Labor Elaine L. Chao.  The President’s National Security Advisor is African-American and the first woman to hold this position.  Further, the President appointed the first Asian-American Director of the Department of Labor’s Women’s Bureau, Shinae Chun.  Ms. Chun is also the highest-ranking Korean-American official currently serving in the Bush Administration.

Throughout the Bush Administration, each of the respective agencies has programs and policies that are important to women.  The following is a sample of some of the efforts of this Administration.  And as part of the President’s Management Agenda, utilizing the Internet and making government more user friendly to citizens is a priority and many of the programs and policies of each agency can be found on the web, so we have included those websites in the brief overview so your readers can access additional information if they are interested.

U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) – Office of Women’s Business Ownership

The Office of Women’s Business Ownership has programs to help women put together successful loan packages or break into the federal procurement and export markets.  Their loan guaranty programs help those who cannot get lending through conventional channels finance their businesses.  And through their Online Women’s Business Center, they help women start and build successful businesses with training, advice and counseling.  More information can be found at www.sba.gov/womeninbusiness/.

Social Security Administration (SSA)

The Social Security Administration has a web site called “For Women” to provide information about social security using fact sheets and statistics geared toward women.  This agency has a website for women located at www.ssa.gov/women/.

U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) – Violence Against Women Office

The Violence Against Women Office (VAWO) handles DOJ’s legal and policy issues regarding violence against women.  VAWO has awarded more than $1 billion in grant funds to states and territories.  These grants help train personnel, establish specialized domestic violence and sexual assault units, assist victims of violence, and hold perpetrators accountable.  More on these programs can be found at www.ojp.usdoj.gov/vawo.

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VAD) – The Center for Women Veterans

The Center for Women Veterans assures that women veterans receive benefits and services on a par with male veterans, encounter no discrimination in accessing these services, and are treated with respect and dignity by VA providers.  Programs for women veterans can be found at www.va.gov/womenvet/.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) – Office on Women’s Health

The Office of Women’s Health sponsors the National Women’s Health Information Center (NWHIC) as a link to news and information about women’s health.  Through NWHIC’s web site and toll free information line, women from all over the world are finding accurate and up-to-date resources to help them lead healthier lives.  To find out more on women’s health please go to www.4women.gov/secretary/greeting.htm.

U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) – Women’s Bureau

The Women’s Bureau promotes employment opportunities for women, empowers them by enhancing their skills and improving their working conditions, and provides employers with alternatives to meet their labor needs by advocating for equitable employment standards, policies, and programs.  Through its national office and 10 regional offices, the Women’s Bureau runs women in technology demonstration projects, provides opportunities for women in nontraditional occupations.  The Bureau administers a “Strengthening the Family” initiative to address the issues of family time/comp time, financial security for working women, and worker shortages.  Information on these programs, and others, are shared with working women worldwide through an electronic newsletter called e-News.  The latest edition of the Women’s Bureau e-News can be found at www.dol.gov/wb/.

The Women’s Bureau in collaboration the Employment and Training Administration, Office of Apprenticeship Training, Employer and Labor Services, is committed to create access and opportunity for women in fields that are nontraditional occupations for women through our Women in Apprenticeship and Nontraditional Occupations (WANTO) grant program.  This WANTO program seeks to increase the participation of women in apprenticeships and nontraditional occupations by providing grants to community-based organizations for the delivery of technical assistance to employers and labor unions to help them recruit, select, train, and retain women in apprenticeship and nontraditional occupations.  

In March 2002 at the Women Entrepreneurship in the 21st Century Summit, President George W. Bush announced key policy initiatives aimed to help America’s small business sector.  The Summit was sponsored by the Department of Labor (through the Women’s Bureau and Office of the 21st Century Workforce), the Small Business Administration, and the non-profit Public Forum Institute.  

Participation of Women in Power Structures and Decision-Making.   Just as they have with presidential appointments, women have continued to make steady progress into the upper reaches of leadership throughout the public service spectrum.  In the current (107th) Congress, in 2002, women hold 73 or 13.6 percent of the 535 seats.  Of these, there are 13 women Senators out of a total of 100 Senators, or 13.0 percent.  They represent ten States.  

More than half of the 50 States (27) and two U.S. territories have women Representatives or Delegates in the House of Representatives.  Of the total of 435 Representatives, 60 (13.8 percent) are women.  Five women have risen to leadership roles in the U.S. Senate and six in the House of Representatives. Twenty-two women of color serve in the U.S. Congress—all in the House of Representatives: 14 are African American, six are of Hispanic heritage, and one each is Caribbean American and Asian American/Pacific Islander.  
Legislation. In addition, President Bush has signed into law important pieces of legislation that particularly impact working women.  Some highlights include:

The Vocational and Technical Entrepreneurship Act - 2001

This amends the Small Business Act to direct the Administrator of the Small Business Administration to establish a vocational and technical entrepreneurship development program for men and women.

Tax Relief Act – 2001

This Act lowers taxes and allows Americans to keep more of the money they earn.  It also allows for “catch up” contributions for those who have reentered the workforce and would like to make additional contributions to their IRAs and 401Ks.

Nurse Reinvestment Act – 2002

The purpose of this Act is to create a National Nurse Service Corps and scholarship program, to provide grants and financial assistance to encourage employment, and to create public service announcements to recruit nurses and promote the profession.

Monitoring the Implementation of the CIM Strategic Plan of Action.

Elimination of Violence Against Women and Victims of Trafficking

The Trafficking Victims Protection Act was signed into law on October 28, 2000.  When Congress passed this law, it provided a comprehensive set of tools for the Federal government to combat trafficking in persons both in the United States and around the world, through prevention, prosecution and enforcement against traffickers, and protection and assistance for victims. On July 24, 2001, the Departments of Justice and State issued interim rules and requested comments.  An important method of facilitating coordination is the Trafficking in Persons and Worker Exploitation Task Force. This interagency group helps coordinate the investigation, prosecution, and protection of victims of trafficking and other exploitive work practices. The Departments of Justice and Labor jointly chair the Task Force.

The Department of Labor’s Women’s Bureau was instrumental in DOL’s collaboration with the Departments of Justice, Health and Human Services, and State in a publication, Trafficking in Persons:  A Guide for Non-Governmental Organization.  This document can be located at http://www.dol.gov/wb/media/reports/trafficking.htm.

Future Actions to Advance the Implementation of the CIM Strategic Plan of Action.

To Improve the Status of Women
Under the leadership of President George W. Bush, the U.S. Government will continue to pursue the priorities and agenda already discussed in this paper to meet the needs of the 21st Century workforce.

As the President stated in his Economic Security Agenda, “the fundamentals of the American economy are strong because of the resiliency and determination of the American people.”  His agenda invests in individuals by creating jobs, expanding opportunities to save and invest, providing a good education and helping each American own part of the American dream.  All of this will continue to improve the opportunities for American women.

�Since all other numbers are rounded up, this too should be rounded up to 64 million since the actual level was 63.5 million.


�The numbers (shown here) in the original draft were correct.


�94.6 percent of women were not employed in August.  94.6 percent of women in the labor foce were employed. I think this statistic is unnecessary because you are presenting the unemployment rate
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