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Evolving Patterns of Sex
Segregation

Jerry A. Jacobs

Men and women often work in different jobs. The differing distribution of men
and women across positions within the occupational structure may be referred to
as the “sex segregation” of occupations. Sex segregation remains a defining element
of the American occupational structure. The composition of incumbents in a
position, whether they are male or female, influences the notions men and women
hold about their own opportunities. The concentration of women in low-paying,
female-dominated occupations also contributes to the earnings gap between
women and men.

This chapter provides a brief overview of some of the issues confronting
students of gender segregation in the workplace. I begin by discussing alternative
measures of segregation, then-examine-why occupational status; which is widely
used in studics of status attainment, is not adequate as a measure of the gender gap
in opportunity in the workpiace. Selected data on recent trends in segregation in
the United States are presented.! '

MEASURING SEX SEGREGATION

The principal dimension of segregation that is the focus of most research is the
degree to which men and women are distributed uneventy across ficlds. This
concept is typically measured with the index of dissimilarity (D), which indicates
the proportion of women (or men) who would have to change fiefds tg be distrib-
nted in the same manner as men {or women). As we will see, over half of women in
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the U. 8. labor force would have to change occupations to match the cccupational
distribution of their male counterparts. The level of labor force sex segregation has
declined during the 1970s and 19808, after remaining largely unchanged for most of
the century Jacobs 198%9z). Boweves, new data presented here suggest that a new
equilibrium level may have emerged during the 1990s. In other words, after two
decades of slow but steady progress, women appear 1o be making few additiona]
inroads into male-dominated fields in recent yeass.

The index of dissimilarity is ofien suppiemented with a size-standardized
measure of segregation, designated here as SSD, which treats each occupation as
having the same number of incumbents. This counterfactual approach can be useful
for assessing change between two points in time. By holding the size of occtipations
constant, the SSD helps to answer the question, “How much change is due to the
changing size of occupations, and how much is due to the changing mix of men and
women within occupations?”?

The degree of differentiation between men and women in the labor market is
quite sensitive to the units of analysis across which segregation is measared. The
more fine-grained the units, the more segregation is revealed. We may conceive of
the occupational structure as 10 or 50 broad occupational groups arranged hier-
archically. While this representation is satisfactory for some purposes, it captures
only a small portion of segregation by sex because within each broad occapational
strata, SOME OCCUpAations are female-dominated and others are male-dominated. For
example, within the professions, some fields, such as elementary and secondary
education, are typically occupied by women, while other fields, such as surveyors,
airpianc pilots, and clergy, are typically staffed by men. If one groups all of the
professions together into 2 single occupational group, these distinctions will be
lost, and the occupational system will seem more integrated than it really is.

The same criticism can be levied at more detailed occupational measures. The
detziled occupational classification system ofthe 11.S. Census divides the labor force
into over 500 different types of work. Yet even these 500 units ump together many
disparate situations in which some jobs are performed by men and other jobs
typically employ women. Since the early 1980s, it has been established that specific
job titles withia specific companies are more segregated by sex than are occupa
tions, even when occupations are divided by industry. In an influential paper, Bielby
and Baron (1984) showed that when job-level data are scrutinized, many firms
approach complete segregation by sex, For example, Reskin and Roos (1990
showed that the occupation “bakers” shouid be best thought of as representing
several related types of work. Bakers who work for grocery stores are typicallj
women who bake frozen sheets of dough to make storefresh rolls, breads, an¢
cakes. Specialty bake shops, which pay bakers more than do supermarket chains
are more likely to employ men to make more specialized pastries. Thus, the nationa
statistic that 46 percent of bakers are mexn does not fully capture the true level 0
gender differentiation within this field.

The results present in Table 21.1 document the increase in segregation that cal
be seen with more precise occupational mEasures. These data are drawn from th
March 1997 Current Population Survey (CPS), a large sample of the working populs
tion that provides the most consisteat and reliable available estimates of labor forc
trends. The top panel of results displays the percentage of men and women in eac
of 10 broad occupational groupings. Some of these patterns are no doubt farniliz




Table Z1.1. Occupational Distributions of Men and Women, 1997 537

Percent of Evolving Patterns of
workers Sex Segregaﬁun
A, 10 major occupational groupings Men Women  Percent female
Managerial 14.4 13.2 446 -
Professional and technical 15.1 20,3 54.2
Cierical 5.8 23.9 78.2
Sales 11.0 13.5 51.9
Craft . 19.0 2.1 8.7
Operative 7.2 5.4 39.5
Transport 7.2 09 9.6
Service 16.1 18.1 61.1
Farim 4.1 1.0 17.2
Laboress 6.1 1.8 20.3
Total 100.0 100.2 46.7
D . 33.65
&SD (Size Standardized D) 41.7%

B. Detailed (3-digit) occupational classifications 1990 1997

D (Index-of -dissimilarity) 56.4 53.9
88D (Size-standardized index of dissirnilaricy) 59.6 60.1

Source: Current Population Survey (March 1997).

Women represent the majority of workers in clerical and retail sales positions, while
men represent the majority of those employed in skilled craft and transportation.
jobs, However, some may find it surprising that women represent the majosity (54.2
percent) of professionals and have nearly reached parity with men in managerial
positions. Women represemnt 44.6 percent of managers, which is just short of their
46.7 percent representation in the labor force. <

These results reveal two important facts.about occupational segregation by .
sex. The first, as we have already mentioned, is that more detailed measures of
occupations will produce higher levels of segregation than will more aggregated
units of anatysis. The second is that occupational segregation is nota simple matter
of women being concentrated in low-status occupations. There are female-dominated
occupations among low-, middle-, and relatively high-status occupations, although
very few are at the highest echelons of the status hierarchy. Rather, occupational
segregation is better thought of as the concentration of women in low-paying
occupations within each broad occupational group.

If sex segregation is measured across the 10 broad groupings displayed in Table
211, then just over one-third (33.7 percent) of women would have to change
occupations to match the pattern of men in the labor force. However, if we increase
out precision in occupational measurement to 505 categorics, we then see (bottom
panel in Table 21.1) that over half of womes (53.9 percent) would have to change
accupations in order to be distributed in the same manner as men.

The 505 detailed occupations are about the smallest unit of analysis that can be
considered with the CPS data. However, some other data sources allow us 1o ook
even more closely at this phenomenon. Tomaskovic-Devey (1995), whe conducted
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a survey of empioyees in North Carolina that included information about respon-
dents’ job titles, found that over two-thirds of women would have bad to change
jobs to be distributed in the same manner as men. This figure was sitnilar to that
found by Petersen and Morgan (1995}, who analyzed joblevel data from Depart-
ment of Labor surveys.

ALTERNATIVE MEASURES OF SEGREGATION

Another approach to measuring occupational sex segregation, termed A, has
been proposed by David Grusky (see Grusky and Charles 1998}, Tam 2 firm believer
in welcoming new measures when they improve our understanding. But I am afraid
in this case that technical sophistication has been pursued to the detriment of
understanding the phenomenon in question.

Grusky’s A is built on the odds ratios of men’s and women'’s representation in
specific occupations. It is the sum of the logged transformation of a table of
occupation by ‘sex. Log-linear models have been used successfudly in the study of
intergenerational occupational mobility, so it is not surprising that scholars have
soughtto apply these measures to the study of gender inequality. But what worked
for socioeconomic inequality loses a great deal in the transition to gender inequality.

The main virtue of loglinear models is that they remove “the marginals” from
the analysis and allow the analyst to focus on the underlying association. In other
words, if we are comparing occupational mobility in two countries, we may ‘want to
hold the occupational distributions of these two countries constant and focus on
the association between origins and destinations. In that way, changes across
countries and over time in the shape of the occupational distribution can be
separated from the issue of the association in outcomes between parents and their
chiidren. So far s0 good. The main problem with the log-linear approach is that one
obtains a4 separate measure for each occupational stratum rather than a single
parameter for each country. Researchers have circumvented this difficulty by focas-
ing on a broad set of occupations, sometimes as few as three occupational groups
per country. Substantive distinctions are traded for statistical sophistication,

But we have seen that using broad occupational groups would be disastrous in
studying occupational sex segregation. The broader the occupational units, the
more men and women who do disparate work are lumped together, and the more
we lose sight of the underlying reality. We need the most detailed measures possibie
10 understand the topic in question.

Grusky proposes to solve this problem by using the most detailed measures
possible and then simply averaging the deviations in the log-odds across occupa-
tional units. In this way, he feels that he gets to eat his cake and have it too. But,
despite my sweet tooth, I cannot say | find this confection appealing.

One problem is that the measure he has devised has no readily interpretable
meaning. It also infiates the importance of small occupations and is unduly suscep-
tible to errors in the underlying data. What does Grusky's measure produce? It isthe
arithmetic average {(mean) of the log-odds ratios. But odds ratios are not linear
terms. Why average them? And what do you have when you are done?

Perhaps more telling is the problem that eacf occupation counts equally in this
system. Imagine, for example, that there is great gender disparity among nuclear




hysicists (2 tiny group of workers) but gender parity among managers (a huge
segment of the labor market). Grusky’s measure gives these two occupations equal
weight and would characterize the labor market as highly sex typed. The index of
dissimilarity, in contrast, wouid produce a more balanced picture of the iabor
(arket, because it would give a great deal of weight to the case of managers and
very little weight to the case of nuclear physicCists.

A related problem is measurement error. All survey data have some rate of
error, and some statistics zre more sensitive to this error than others. Some mea-
sures, for exampie Theil’s i, are designed to measure sex segregation in small units
when natural variability will tend artificially to inflate observed segregation. A
similar approach to adjusting for small numbers has been used with the index of
dissimitarity. Grusky’s measure, in contrast, is especially valnerable both to the
randomn variability inevitable in small occupational units and tO mMeasurement error.
That is because those small units are given undue weight in his measure. Of course,
one could revised Grusky's index by weighting it by the size of each occupation.
But this and other alterations would make his measure considerably more like the
index of dissimilarity.

The ultimate question of the usefulness of this measure is whether it produces

. new-insights that improve our understanding. It is not enough for the. resuits to be
different from the index of dissimilarity —they should be better. But my review of
research that uses this approach indicates that it is less revealing than the index of
dissimilarity. For example, Weeden (1998) nses Grusky’s measure to study long-term
trends in seX segregation in the United States. Where earlier analysis using the index
of dissimilarity showed coatinuity until 1970, Weeden's new measure shows de-
chines occurming in sex segregation throughout the century. But these new findings
do not make sense. For example, they show that the 1930s was the decade in which
women made the biggest inroads into mesn’s jobs. But historical studies have
consistently shown that the 1930s was a period of retrenchment for women in the
labor force (Scharf 1980). Marriage bars were devised to biock married women from
“taking jobs away” from unemployed men (Goldin 1990). I find compelling neither
the statistical properties of this measure nor the substantive results it produces.

SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS, OCCUPATIONAL PRESTIGE,
and GENDER INEQUALITY

Critics have complained that studying occupational sex segregation does not
reveal whether it is men or women who have the good jobs (e.g., see Watts 1998).
The index of dissimilarity measures the extent to which men and women are
concentrated in different types of jobs, but it offers no guide as to where the good
and bad are located. We may concetve of social stratification as arraying positions on
2 confinuum, from the most desirable to the least desirable occupations. The study
of sex segregation does not assess how men and women compare along this verticat
dimension of inequality. It would be most informative if we had a yardstick that
would enable us to assess not only the degree of gender differentiation but also the
gender gap in access to desirable occupations.

A long-standing approach to ranking occupations has been widely employed
by sociologists as well as many other social scientists, namely, occupational statos as
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measured by the socioeconomic index (SEL Hauser and Warren 1997). Why do
students of gender inequality in the workplace shun this widely accepted metric 1o
assess gender inequality on the job? The answer is that the standard occupationa]
metrics mask important aspects of gender inequality.

The SEI combines the education and income of incumbents in an occupation
to produce an occupational status score for each occupation. The occupations with
stringent educational requirements and high salaries, sach as physicians, lawyers
and financial advisors, have high-status scores. Those occupations requiring few
educational credentials and offering low earmings, such as janitors and cashiers,
have lower-status scores. If men monopolized the high-status occupations while
women were concentrated in the low status ones, then perhaps SEI scores would
capture much of the gender difference in the workplace.

But it has long been established that empioyed men and women have similar
status scores. The precise scores differ shightly based on the specific formula nsed ta
assign the relative weight to income and education, and several other technical
aspects on which the scores are constructed. But the fundamental point holds
across all of these scales.

The system of gender stratification is more complicated than a.simple concen-
tration of women in low-status jobs. There are women's and men’s jobs spread
throughout the status hierarchry. Men are somewhat overrepresented in both the
very highest echelon of occupations and the very lowest, but, in general, one can
find men’s and women's jobs at all levels of socioeconomic status.

But this does not mean that men’s and women’s jobs are equally good, Recall
that socioeconomic standing reflects both the income and education of incumbents
in a position. The irony is that women's jobs tend to derive their status from
relatively high educational requirements, while men’s jobs tend to derive their
status from relatively high income. Thus, men'’s and women's jobs with similar SEI
scores in fact represent very different combinations of traits.

Table 21.2 displays individuals employed in 1996 by the socioeconomic rank-
ings of their occupations (data from the March 1997 Current Population Survey

Table 21.2. Indicators of Gender Inequality,
by Socioeconomic Status

SEI quintile  MSEl  Occupation  Barnings  Eduocation

Men
1, 156 606 36.2 $60,166 95.3
2. 214 453 35.4 549 468 72.4
3, 178 350 30.2 §35,214 53.3
4, 243 5.6 17.7 $24,892 31.3
5. 208 182 32.1 $16,089 26.0
Women
1. 194 577 61.8 $60,166 95.3
2. 190 442 53.0 $49,468 724
3. 261 338 75.3 §35,214 - 53.3
4 153 26.3 67.7 524,892 31.3
5. 202 182 66.3 516,089 26.0




(CPS]). Occupations are divided into five quintiles, from the top fifth of the socio-
.conomic tadder to the bottom. For each stratam, the proportion of individuals
#ho attended at jeast some coliege and the average earnings of workers ar€
iisplﬁYCd by sex. I also present the propertion of fernales in each occupation.

The average occupational statns of women slightly exceeded that of men in
1996 by a small but statistically significant amount (36.2 vs. 35.6). Women are
gverrepresented in the top and third quintiles, and only trail by a substantial margin
in the pext-to-the-bottom stratm. Within each stratum, men and women have
symilar socioeconomic status scores. The standard interpretation of this result is
that wornen are sitnated in slightly more desirable occupations than their male
counterparts. However, there are good reasons t0 be skeptical of this conclusion.
The fact is that women and men are employed in very different occupations within
each strafim. 10 the top quintile, for example, the average man was employed in an
pccupation with 36.2 percent Wometi, Wi ile his female counterpart was employed
in an occupation with 61.8 percent womern. This gap is somewhat smaller in the
second tier of occupations but even more pronounced in the other three groups.
Thus, equivalent socioeconomic status scores do not mean that men and ‘women
are located in the same pccupations, or that men and women fare equally well in
smct.ty._cconomic terms.

Indeed, more direct evidence of gender disparities ar¢ revealed by the earnings
and education data. Men earn far more than women, even in the same occupational
ders. Thus, parity in occupational status does ROt represent parity in garnings.
Wwomen's education, as indexed by the proportion of women having attended some
college, trails that of men by a modest amount in the top two tiers but exceeds
men’s in the bottom two tiers.

The datza clearly show that women generally match men in verms of education
but earn much less than men at each level of the socioeconomic hierarchy. Thus,
gender parity in socioeconomic status does not prodice earnings parity. Nor do
other facets of women's occupation make up for this earnings gap. Women trail
men in many desirable features of work, including authority, autonomy, job security,
pensions and other fringe benefits, and on many indicators of working conditions
(Jacobs 1995; Gornick and Jacobs 1998).

This occurs because men and women are concentrated in different occupa-
tions at each level of the socioeconomic order. And women’s occupations tend to
be higher on education and lower on income than the same felds for men. Based
on the male socioeconommic status (MSEI) data provided by Hauser and Warren
(1997, the following formuia calculates (MSEL):

MSE] = 38.976 + (5.24 x MEDUC) + (7.84 x MEARN).

If one calculates the components of this formula, female-dominated occupations
(those with 70 percent of MOrc Women in 1990) received 4.17 points on average
from their educationai attributes and received —9.84 points from their carnings
attributes, Other occupations, in contrast, garnered 1.42 status points from educa-
tion and received —5.35 points from earnings. In summary, Women's occupations
have a different mix of education and earnings than do men's. Women thus are
located in occupations requiring more credentials but offering lower earnings. This
does not strike me as representing gender parity. Instead, it shows that socio-

.
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economic status measures miss this gender-segmented dimension of occupational
equality.

The second reason for this disparity is intraoccupational inequality. Women
ecarn less than men, even within the same detailed cccupations (England ang
Mclaughlin 1979). Thus, any occupational score that treats ail incumbents in that
occupation as having the same status will mask the significant intraoccupational
inequality that traverses our employment system. Hauser and Warren (1997) make
a good case for using occupations to score respondents’ social background, but
they do not make the case that occupation represents the best measure of employ-
ment outcomes.

RECENT TRENDS IN SEX SEGREGATION IN THE UNITED STATES

In 1997, just over half of women would have had to change (U.8. Census
detailed) occupations in order to be distributed in the same mannér as men (see
Table 21.1). The_index of segregation was 53.9 in 1997, which means that 53.9
percent of women would have had to relocate in order to match men's occupational
patterns. This figure strikes many who are unfamiliar with research in this area as
surprisingly high. There is a widespread sense that most fields are equally open 1o
men and women. The entry of women into such high-profile jobs as television news
anchors, physicians, and lawyers has heightened the popular sense of the changes
in women’s roles. And there has been change.

But change is stower than is popularly believed, There are many female felds
employing large numbers of women that have experienced little change. Secretarial
work, nursing, and waiting on tables are largely female fields and employ far more
women than law or medicine, Occupations that are still dominated by men include
professions such as engineers and clergy; protective service occupations such as
police and firefighters; many craft occupations, such as carpenters, electricians, and
phumbers; and transport occupations such as truck and taxi drivers. Thus, despite
all the attention paid to women’s entry into a few, relatively small, high-profile
fields, many large occupations remain dominated by one sex or the other.

A second important conclusion evident in Table 21.1 is that the $SD index of
segregation was virtually nnchanged between 1990 and 1997. In other words, had
there been no change in the size of occupations, there would have been no trend
toward greater gender integration in the occupational structure. Another way of
putting this point is that all of the decline in sex segregation during the 1990s can be
attributed to a shift in the distribution of occupations, that is, a growth in the size of
fields, ,

Which fields grew and which declined? The more integrated occupational
groups— professionals, technical workers, managerial and sales occupations—
grew, while the more segregated occupational groups— clerical workers and craft
workers—declined in size. These shifts were often quite small in sizc but their
cumulative effect was sufficient to account for the modest declines in sex segregd
tion during the 1990s. )

A reader might wonder which (D or SSD) is the “right” statistic or the more
meaningful measure. I would suggest that they are complementary indicators, in
that each helps to apswer an important but related question. The (unweighted)




index of dissimilarity indicates that there has been a modest continuing trend
ioward greater gender integration in the Iabor market, although at a slower rate
than during the 1970s or 1980s. The $8D measure, however, shows that the only
remaining momentum is due to changes in the occupational structure, In other
words, there has been no further mixing of men and women within occupations
other than that produced by the growth of relatively integrated industries, such as
services, and the decline of refatively segregated sectors, such as manufacturing.

SEX SEGREGATION AND EARNINGS

Much of the interest in occupational sex segregation stems from the low wages
paid in female-dominated occupations. Bianchi (1995), citing the work of Cotter et
al. (1995), concludes that the effect of occupational segregation on earnings in the
United States has declined. She suggests that only 14 percent of the sex gap in wages
is now due to occupational segregation by sex (1995:126).

But this is just one part of the story. Bianchi considered occupational segrega-

ton but pot differences-between women.and men in-industry-Sorensen (1989)

showed that adding the effects of industrial segregation nearly doubled the effect of
workphace segregation on 'wages. Sorensen estimated that 20 percent of the gender
gap in wages was due to the sex segregation of occupations, with another 16
percent due to the sex segregation of industries. The combined effect, 36 percent,
was substantiaily higher than the effect of occupation alone.

But this, 100, is an understatement of the effects of sex segregation in the
workplace because of imprecise measurement. As noted earlier, occupational clas-
sifications, even detailed ones, typically lump together disparate types of work and
mask much of the segregation of men and women on the job. Most studies do not
fully caprure these effects because the data are reported at the occupational level
rather than as a description of the particular conditions of an employee’s job.
Several studies have -estimated the effects of jobdevel segregation on wages (Pe-
tersen and Morgan 1995; Tomaskovic-Devey 1995). This research shows that a very
substantial proportion of the sex gap in wages is due to women'’s concentration in
female-dominated occupations.

But even these job-level analyses understate the significance of occupational
segregation by sex. A recent analysis by Cotter et al. (1997) showed that the
concentration of women into female-dominated occupations affects the pay of all
women, not just those in female-dominated fields. Consider an example of how
women moving into male-dominated fieids might indirectly heip to increase the
wages of women in more traditional female-dominated professions. As women
pursue business degrees instead of education degrees, they move into a traditionally
male field and stand to earn higherwages. But in doing so, they gradually reduce the
pool of new teachers, thus driving up the wages of teachers. Thus, the earnings of
wotnern, across the board may benefit from even a modest decline in occupational
segregation by sex.

Why do female-dominated jobs pay less? Two cxplanations have been most
influential: crowding and culture. The crowding view holds that restricting women
from entering large numbers of occupations results in large aumbers of women
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available for work in female-dominated fields such as child care, retail sales, and
waiting on tables, thereby depressing wages in these fields (Bergmann 1986; Parce]
1989; Edgeworth 1922). The analysis discussed by Cotter et al. (1997) suggests that
this logic not only reduces wages in these occupations but also reduces women’s
earnings in male-dominated fields.

A more recently developed view holds that our culture tends to devaiue
women's work. Much of the activity performed by women is invisibie or held to be
of marginal value (Steinberg 1990). Those occupations that score high on such
ferminine values as nurtarance are not accorded additional compensation but are
instead devalued and accorded low wages (England et al. 1994). It should be noted
that these explanatiops persist after educational investments, which are empha-
sized by the human capital school of economics, are taken into a account. It should
also be noted that the crowding and cultural explanations are not mutually exciusive.

One explanation that has not held up under scrutiny is the “compensating
differential” hypothesis. This view holds that female-dominated fields are paid less
because they involve work that is more pieasant and less risky than that found in
many male-dominated fields. The higher wages in men's positions, it is held,
represent monetary compensation to offset the countervailing differences in work-
ing-conditions:-Hence; the wage- difference represents.a ‘compensating-differen-
tial” that offsets the differential in working conditions.

There are two principal problems with this thesis. The first is that careful
scrutiny reveals that many female-dominated occupations are associated with their
own undesirable working conditions. Women’s jobs are more likely to involve
emotional stress and to require cleaning others’ dirt, while men’s jobs are more
likely to involve working in hot or cold conditions and to require strenuous physical
activity. People often assume that men’s jobs iavolve more risk of injury due to
working with machinery, but some women's jobs, such as marsing, involve risk due
to Jifting heavy patients and exposure to potentially serious illness through needle
sticks. _

The second difficulty s that neither male- nor femate-dominated occupations
necessarily receive a significant monetary bonus due to unfavorable working condi-
tions, In a detailed study-of working coaditions, Jacobs and Steinberg (1990) found
that unpleasant working conditions often lower rather than raise the wages associ-
ated with the job, as the compensating differentials thesis would predict.*

EXPLAINING SEX SEGREGATION

Why do men and women work in different occupations? Polachek (1979) of
fered an economic explanation, suggesting that occupational sex segregation re-
fiects the rational choices of individual men and women who seek to maximize
their lifetime earnings. Because women tend to interrupt their careers, they would
want to make as much as possible early in their careers in order to maximize their
lifetime earnings. Given their expected pattern of discontinuous fifetime labor
force participation, it would make sense for women to choose jobs that had higher
initial wages but lower earnings trajectories than men’s, The problem with this ide2
is that those working in female-dominated fields earn less at the outsct than they




would if they had pursned empioyment in a male-dominated ficld (England 1982).
sex segregation thus produces low initial wages in femaie-dominated fields, which
fall further and further behind male-dominated fields as workers’ experience grows.
The sex segregation of occupations thus cannotbe attributed 1o the rational choices
of women secking to maximize their lifetime carnings.

- Perhaps the most common explanation for occupational sex segregation is that
women choose different occupations because they are socialized 1o prefer different
types of work than men. For example, girls play with baby dolls and lears to take
care of others, becoming clementary school teachers or nurses, while boys play
with trucks and building blocks, becoming truck drivers and engineers, There is
much personal experience and statistical evidence to support this view. Most adults
can recall instances in which they were encouraged as children to conform td
prevailing norms of gender-appropriate behavior, including encouragement 10 pur-
sue gender-appropriate roles as adults. Nor is statistical evidence hard to find, For
example, occupational aspirations of young men and women are roughly as segre-
gated as the occupational structure (Jacobs 1989b; Marini and Brinton 1984). Thus,
many researchers believe that sex-role socialization plays a crucial roie in the
reproduction of gender inequality in the workplace.

One problem.with this-view-is-that aspirations are.not.as.stable as assumed:
Occupational choices shift frequently and often cross sex-typed boundaries. In
earlier reseacch (Jacobs 1989h), 1 explored the strength of the connection between
sex-typed aspirations and subsequent occupational choices. The great majority of
young women change the specific occupation to which they aspire and, among
these changers, there was little connections between early aspirations, later aspira-
tions, and subsequent occupational choices. Similar patterns of mobility were
found among college students, who frequently shift between male- and female-
dominated majors, and in the labor force, where mobility between male- and
female-dominated occupations is surprisingly common. Subsequent research has
confirmed these patterns in the United States (Levine and Zimmerman 1995; Rosen-
feid and Spenner 1995), but research conducted in the United Kingdom and Ger-
many reports much lower levels of mobility (Chan 1999; $. Jacobs 1995, Blossfeld
1887,

A second problem with the socialization thesis is that it implies that change
will occur only when a new generation, reared in 2 more egalitatian mannet,
replaces those currently in the iabor fosce. Demographers call this process of
change a “cohort replacement process,” because 2 new generation (cohort) must
gradually take the place of older individuals for change to occur. Yet change also
oceurs as individuals age, and not simply as a result of cohort replacement. Indeed,
during the 1970s and 1980s, there was about as much change in occupational s€X
segregation experienced by cohorts as in the labor market overall. In other words,
groups of women (and men) rermain more adaptable during their careers than the
socialization perspective would imply. People’s attitudes are not set in stone but
remain flexible in important respects. They appear to remain open 10 change as
new opportunitics arise. :

Table 21.3 displays data on occupational sex segregation spanning the 1970s,
1980s, and 1990s by age group. It is evident from these results that therc have been
declines in sex segregation—not only among new cntrants t the labor force but

o

545

Evolving Patterns of
Sex Segregation




546

Jerry A, Jacobs

Table 21.3. Sex Segregation by Age Group,
Based on Detailed Occupational Classifications

Age group 1971 1981 1990 1997 1971-1997

16-24 67.4 594 575 542 —13.2
25-34 684 645 556 541 —14.3
35-44 66.9 627 574 S56.8 —-10.1
45-54 675 . 631 591 561 —11.4
S54-64 682 641 626 596 ~8.6
a5+ 6431 632 680 641 0.0

Note. Measures reported are unstandardized indices of dissimitarity
(D). Chaoges in detalied occupationa) classification make the 1971
results not strictly comparabie to later figures.

Source: Current Population Surveys (1971, 1981, 1990, and 1997).

also for every age group through age 65, the typical retirement age. It is true that
the changes have been largest for the youngest. groups, but it is remarkable that
therezhave been declines-among older age groups as well.

These findings suggest that, at least in some respects, sex-role attitudes are not
as firmly implanted in individuals’ psyches as the socialization thesis assumes, As
opportunities for women expanded, many women were willing to take advantage
of them. Thus, despite significant attrition of women from male-dominated fields
over the last three decades, there has been a net addition of women making
midcareer moves into male-dominated fields,

Thus, socialization is not sufficient to account for sex segregation without
taking info account discrimination by bosses and co-workers. I prefer to think of
sex-role socialization as the early stages of the social controls that reinforce distine
tions between men and women. Social pressures later in lfe, in school, and at work

" combine with socialization to form 2 lifelong system of social control. Continuved

pressure throughout the life course maintains gender distinctions in the labor force.
‘When these pressures abate for a perfod of time, as they did in the 1970s and 1980s,
evidence of change can be found throughout the life course.

Whereas most theories of sex segregation focus on one decisive life stage or
causal factor, it seems to me that 2 multiplicity of forces contribute to the mainte-
nance of sex segregation. I see sex segregation as 2 system of social control that
endures from early chiidhood throughout individuals’ careers. There are feedback
loops from current to future segregation—it is hard for young individuals to see a
sex-segregation system and not take that into account in forming their career plans.-
At the same time, the links between aspirations, education, and careers are slippery E
and imperfect in our country. Other countries, such as Germany, have much tighter
connections between the early life decisions of stndents, their subsequent educa-,
tion, and their ultimate occupational destinations. Thus, in the Undted States, ther
is room for shifting, shuffling, and resorting for persons in the occupational sy5-
tems, as well as for those about to enter it. At the same time, social pressure 0
conform to sex-appropriate norms does not end with early life socialization but.
continues throughout people’s lives. Both employers and co-workers play 4 1‘01‘3;_
both in limiting women's entry into, and speeding their exit from, male-dominated
fields. The result is a system of sex segregation that has room for substantial




mdividual mobility but i8 nonetheless resilient enough to endure afl but the mosi
dramatic combinations of social and cultural changes.

The notion of social control strikes some researchers as overly deterministic,
strributing 100 much power to society and depicting individuals as passive victims
of societal forces beyond their control. This is probably not the place to twry to
resolve guestions of social determinism and individual freewill, put a few points are
in order that suggest that the social control thesis is not overly deterministic.

There are countless reasons individuals choose their career goals and myriad
factors that determine where individuals end up in terms of the career goals they set
for themselves and the positions they end up accepting. Bat these myriad factors
should be random with respect to S€X. n other words, while it is difficult or
impossible t0 predict with amy precision where 4 given individual will end up, one
can draw Stronger conclusions regarding the behaviors of larger groups. If the
occupational destinations of men and women were strictly a matter of individual
choice, one would expect that the idiosyncratic choices of large numbers of men
and wommen would produce 4 great deal of overlap between these two groups. 1
interpret the sremendous deviation of the observed patterns from the expected
simnilarity of men 2nd women as indicating that powerful social pressures ar¢
 leading men and women in different directions.

Another way 1o reconcile social control and individual initiative is to note that
social control involves both sanctions and incenttves. Social control discourages
women from pursuing male-dominated fields but also encourages them 1o engage in
traditionally femaie pursuits, When people say that they are pursuing their chosen
. field, they may well be right, but there i$ also 2 good chance that social factors
played a large role in Jeading them to feel that this was the right choice for them.

A final consideration is that any complete theory of sex segregation needs to
take into account the substantial mobility of individuals across sex-typed bound-
aries. This mobility suggests that individuals are not passively accepting their fate
but are rather actively seeking ‘out situations that fit their individual talents and
proclivities. HOWEVEL, it is only during certain periods of draratic social and
economic change that these individual efforts cumulate into a change in the overall
system of s€x segregation. In other words, individuals acting in their own seli-
interest often end up perpetuating sex segregation. When womesn leave a male-
dominated field because of pressure from co-workers, it represents individnal
agency and power hut does not necessarily change the systerm.

Given this explanation of the continuity of occupational sexX segregation, what
conclusions might we draw for the analysis of labor markets? First, it should be clear
that the labor market is not uniform by s€x. Sex-typed jobs and occupations are not
an isolated phenomenon but remain a defining featore of the employment syste.

Second, fabor market analysts would do well to analyze finely differentiated
data on occupations and even job titles. Groupings such as professional or blue-
collar jobs are unlikely to be informative with respect 10 gender differences,
because sex segregation 18 high within these aggregations.

Third, the pool of individuals for any givets occupation is rather wide, Barly life
socialization constrains the chojces of men and women 1o SOme degree, but sub-
~ stantial mobility is evident throughout the life course. Thus, the pooi of potential
women recruits for a previously male-dominated field includes many women in
traditionally female fields, since the analysis of mobility suggests that these individ-
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uals may well pursue employment in male-dominated fields at some point durmg:g
their careers.

PROSPECTS FOR THE 21st CENTURY

It seems unrealistic 1o expect a rapid eradication of occupational segregation i
the coming decades, While sex segregation has declined substantially since 1976
the rate of change appears to be slowing. During the 1990s, the principal decline
resulted from shifts in the relative size of occupations rather than increased mixin
of men and women within occupations. And after two decades of significan
movement toward greater integration, the sex segregation of college majors has hi
a plateau since the mid-1980s (Jacobs 1995). This has direct implications for th
future gender integration of the professions and management positions in comin
years. This trend has significant implications for gender integration in general, sinc
the professional and managerial strata has been a major locus of gender integratio
in the labor force. Finally, in recent years the gender gap in wages appears to b
leveling off again. This pessimistic prediction reflects the fact that basic organiZ
tional changes in society are needed in order to facilitate further progress for gend
equality in the labor market. We are currently in 2 period of political retrenchmen
inn which bold new proposals arc unlikely to gain serious attention. It will ki
another wave of reforms like those initiated during 19605 —changes that affect o
political, cultural, social, and economic systems—to produce apother major d
cline in occupatiopal segregatior.

While the broad outlines of sex segregation remain clear, there is much addi:
tional room for research on the processes that produce and maintain sex segre'gz
tion. Specifically, it would be useful to have more research on specific occupations
on comparative patterns across coutitries, on the reasons for the low pay
women's work, on the processes of occupational segregation and integration, ail
on the formation and change in occupational aspirations. Since sex segregatio
likely to persist for many years, this topic will be of enduring interest to scholar
interested in understanding gender inequality in the labor mariket.

NOTES

1. Several of the themes developed here are drawn from the paper “Sex Segregation at Work: A Crl
Apprajsals of Theories and Bvidence,” in Handbook of Gender in Organizations, edited by
Powell. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1999.

2. Another approach, decomposition, is designed to achieve the same objective. This techn
divides changes lnto a component due to occupational shifts and a component due to changes |
level of integration within occupations, See Blau and Hendrick (1%79) for an application,

3. The measure of men’s earning is the jogit transformation of the proportion of men earning $
per hour or more, and the measure of men's education 15 the logit transformation of the propo
Cf e rdith T uwear ar more of college edueation. .
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