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Preface

We wrote The Economics of Women, Men, and Work because we saw a need for a 
text that would acquaint students with the fndings of research on women, men, and 
work in the labor market and the household. We are extremely gratifed on the pub-
lication of the eighth edition to refect that this belief was justifed and hope that this 
fully revised and updated edition will serve as effectively as the earlier ones.

Overview of the Text

The book is written at a level that should both utilize and enhance students’ knowl-
edge of economic concepts and analysis and do so in terms intelligible to those not 
versed in advanced theory. Even though we assume a knowledge of introductory 
economics on the part of the reader, an interested and determined individual wanting 
to learn more about the economic status of women compared to men could beneft 
considerably from the material offered here. The book also draws upon research 
in the other social sciences. The text, used in its entirety, is primarily intended for 
courses on gender from an economics perspective. Such a course may have a variety 
of names—Women in the Economy, Women in the Labor Market, Economics of 
Gender, and Work, Family, and Public Policy, to name a few. However, this book 
could be used to good advantage in interdisciplinary women’s studies courses as 
well as introductory-level courses in economic problems. Selected readings would 
also make a useful supplement to round out a general labor economics course or a 
course in the economics of the family. In addition, this book would serve as a useful 
reference work for those not familiar with the rapidly growing body of literature 
on women, men, and work as well as for practicing economists looking for a single 
volume on this topic.

We have prepared some materials for instructors to help you teach with the 
Eighth Edition, including answers to the end-of-chapter questions and a set of Power-
Point slides containing the fgures from the book for use in lectures and assignments. 
You’ll fnd these materials and some additional teaching tips, such as how to teach 
more diffcult concepts and ideas for supplementary assignments, on the Ancillary 
Resource Center found at www.oup-arc.com/blau. In addition, we offer a discussion 
of how the gender economics this course can enhance student learning in a chapter 

1Francine D. Blau and Anne E. Winkler, “Women, Men, and the Economy,” in International Handbook on 
Teaching and Learning Economics, ed. Gail M. Hoyt and KimMarie McGoldrick (Cheltenham, UK: Edward 
Elgar, 2012), 693–702.

http://www.oup-arc.com/blau
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entitled “Women, Men, and the Economy” published in the International Handbook 
on Teaching and Learning Economics.1 Courses like this offer an opportunity for stu-
dents to apply their microeconomic knowledge to gender-related policy issues and can 
be used to motivate useful discussions about data, research methods, and interpreting 
mixed research fndings. Our handbook chapter also points to ways to fully engage 
students in the course material and offers suggestions about how to teach more dif-
fcult concepts as well as provides ideas for supplementary assignments, in addition to 
the end-of-chapter questions and Internet-based data exercises in the textbook.

Signifcant Features of the Eighth Edition

The eighth edition refects the numerous changes in the labor market and in the 
family that have occurred in recent years. All data and tables have been updated, and 
discussions and references take into account the most recent research on each subject 
covered. As in the recent prior editions, questions are provided at the end of each 
chapter to review major concepts and to stimulate further discussion among students 
and instructors. In the seventh edition, we introduced Internet-based data exercises, 
and in this eighth edition, we have expanded that content. 

Key updates in the eighth edition include the following:

•	 We highlight recent developments in the labor market and their consequences 
for women and men. These developments include the increasingly divergent out-
comes for individuals and families by level of educational attainment, as well 
as the lasting impacts of the Great Recession, which began in December 2007 
and lasted until June 2009, for both individuals and families. In Chapter 10, we 
provide new evidence on the sources of the existing gender wage gap as well as 
the reasons for its decline compared to previous years. In this discussion, we 
also present new research that looks at the size of and changes in the gender 
wage gap for those at the top, middle, and bottom of the wage distribution. 

•	 We updated and expanded the content on differences in labor market outcomes 
by race and ethnicity (Chapters 5–8). In this regard, for example, in Chapter 6, 
which looks at employment diffculties for black men, we discuss the dispropor-
tionate impact of the criminal justice system on black men and their employ-
ment prospects. In chapters on the family (Chapters 13 and 14), we emphasize 
situations in which race differences are widening (the share currently married) 
as well as situations where they are narrowing (rates of unmarried births).

•	 In keeping with changing demographics, in Chapter 13, the book incorporates an 
expanded discussion of same-sex marriage including its legalization throughout 
the United States. Chapter 13 also discusses the rising age at frst marriage for 
all women and the rise in gray divorce (divorce among older women). Further, it 
examines changing dimensions of fertility, including the rise in serial cohabita-
tion and multipartner fertility, the considerable recent decline in teen birth rates, 
as well as the leveling off in the proportion of births to unmarried women.

•	 New sections discuss “hot topics” in the news. In this eighth edition, we discuss 
the fall of all gender barriers in the military (women can now serve in combat on 
the front lines), the minimum wage campaigns sweeping the nation, the impact 
of Title IX on sexual harassment and sexual violence in schools, recent efforts 
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to combat employment discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender 
identity, and action at the state level to extend paid leave to workers to help them 
balance work and family. 

•	 The material in the international chapters has been reorganized so that Chapter 17  
focuses on the world’s women, while Chapter 18 compares women’s economic 
status in the United States to that in other economically advanced countries. 
Chapter 17 emphasizes the dramatic changes occurring across the globe, includ-
ing rapid declines in fertility in nearly all regions, as well as dramatic increases 
in women’s education in developing countries. We also discuss a major policy 
change in China: the offcial end of the one-child policy. Chapter 18 emphasizes 
key policy differences among economically advanced countries, such as the extent 
and generosity of paid family leave and childcare subsidies. International differ-
ences in policies and institutions help us to better understand the variation we see 
in women’s labor force participation, the gender pay gap, and the fertility rate. 
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CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS

■	 What Economics Is About

■	 Uses of Economic Theory

■	 The Scope of Economics

■	 Individuals, Families, and Households

■	 A Further Note on Terminology

■	 Outline of the Book

■	 Appendix 1A: A Review of Supply and Demand in the Labor Market

Courses in economics abound at universities and colleges, along with an ample 
supply of texts focusing on the many facets of this discipline. These courses and 
books increasingly recognize that women play an important role in the economy 
as workers and consumers and that in many ways their behavior and their problems 
differ from those of men. However, male patterns often receive the major emphasis, 
just as patterns of the majority racial and ethnic groups do, while gender differ-
ences are, at best, just one of many topics covered. For example, workers are often 
assumed to enter the labor market after completing their education and to remain 
until their retirement. Although women in growing numbers are spending an in-
creasing proportion of their time working for pay, their lives and their world continue 
to be signifcantly different from those of men, and more of their time continues to 
be spent in nonmarket activities.

Considerable attention has been focused on the increase in women’s labor 
force participation rates and particularly on the changing economic roles of mar-
ried women. Much has been made, especially in the popular media, of the growing 
representation of women in nontraditional occupations, not to mention the publicity 
received by “the frst woman” in a given feld, whether it be the frst woman to win 

1Introduction
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a major car race or to become the presidential nominee of a major political party. 
All this focus tends to obscure both the continued responsibility of most women for 
the bulk of nonmarket work and the large occupational and wage differences between 
men and women that remain, despite considerable progress. As long as this situation 
persists, there is a need to address these issues in depth, as is done in this book.

Although economic behavior is clearly not isolated from the remainder of 
human existence, the primary focus of this book is on the economic behavior of 
women and men, on economic institutions, and on economic outcomes. To refresh 
the memory of students who have some acquaintance with economics and to provide 
a minimal background for those who do not, we begin with a brief introduction to the 
tools of economics. Neoclassical or mainstream economic theory provides the major 
emphasis of this book. However, students need to be aware that we endeavor to con-
stantly stretch and challenge the existing theories to shed light on issues related to 
gender and work. So, in addition to presenting conventional analyses, we sometimes 
offer critiques of existing approaches. We discuss the importance and implications 
of gender inequities in the labor market and in the household, to the extent they exist, 
and we make every effort to take note of diversity by race and ethnicity where space 
permits. In addition, we point to the increasingly divergent outcomes for individuals 
and families by level of educational attainment. Finally, we take account of alterna-
tive perspectives and the insights of other disciplines where relevant.1

Throughout this book, but especially in those segments where we deal with 
policy, we are confronted by a dilemma common to the social sciences. On the one 
hand, much of what we present is positive, rather than normative, in the sense that 
we present facts and research results as we fnd them. Furthermore, we try to avoid 
value judgments and prescriptive attitudes; personal values should not be permitted 
to intrude upon objective analysis. On the other hand, it is unrealistic to claim that 
the choice of topics, the emphasis in discussions, and the references provided are, 
or even can be, entirely value-free. A reasonable solution is to present various sides 
of controversial questions, while making clear that different premises will lead to 
different conclusions and that the policies one should adopt depend on the goals one 
wants to reach. We follow this approach.

At the same time, the tenor of this book is undoubtedly colored to some extent 
by our feminist perspective. Thus, we recognize, for instance, the extent to which 
persons of the same sex may differ and persons of the opposite sex may be similar. 
And, like other feminists, in considering gender differences, we are increasingly 
aware of how these differences vary by race and ethnicity.2 Our feminist perspective 
also means we believe that, as much as possible, individuals should have the oppor-
tunity to live up to their potential, rather than be forced to conform to stereotypical 
roles. Most of all, it means that, while recognizing differences between women and 
men, some possibly caused by biological factors and others by the way girls and boys 
are reared in our society, we are less inclined to emphasize the differences between 
them than the common humanity that unites them.

1We point interested readers to Marianne A. Ferber and Julie A. Nelson, eds., Beyond Economic Man 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993). This is the frst book that examined economics from a 
feminist perspective.
2Scholars refer to the study of the overlap or intersection of the social constructs of gender, race, ethnic-
ity, and class as “intersectionality.” For the application of this concept to analysis of the labor market, 
see Irene Browne and Joya Misra, “The Intersection of Gender and Race in the Labor Market,” Annual 
Review of Sociology 29 (2003): 487–513. 
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   What Economics Is About

Neoclassical or mainstream economics is concerned with decision-making under 
conditions of scarcity, which means that not enough resources are available to satisfy 
everyone’s wants and choices have to be made about how these resources are used. 
Given this constraint, it is crucial to recognize that using labor, capital, and land to 
produce one good means that fewer of these inputs will be available for producing 
other goods. Hence, in the most basic sense, the cost of having more of one good is 
forgoing the opportunity of having more of another. This idea of cost is captured by 
the notion of opportunity cost, which is the value of the best alternative foregone.

The concept of opportunity cost is fundamental to an understanding of the cen-
tral economic problem—how to allocate scarce resources so as to maximize well-
being. In order to make a rational decision whether to spend money to buy a new coat 
or whether to spend time going for a hike, knowing how much utility (or satisfaction) 
will be derived from each is not suffcient. Because the amount of money and time 
is limited and we cannot buy and do everything, it is also crucial to be aware of how 
much satisfaction is lost by giving up desirable alternatives—that is, we must know 
the opportunity cost of our choice. Rationality, as economists use the term, involves 
some knowledge of available opportunities and the terms on which they are avail-
able. Only on the basis of such information is it possible to weigh the alternatives and 
choose those that provide more utility than any others.

One of the most fundamental assumptions in traditional economics is that people 
may be expected to behave rationally in this sense. It does not mean, as critics have 
occasionally suggested, that only monetary costs and benefts are considered. It is 
entirely rational to take into account nonpecuniary (nonmonetary) factors because it 
is utility, not, say, money income, that is to be maximized. This defnition is so broad 
that almost everyone might be expected to behave this way. Nonetheless, rationality 
cannot be taken for granted. It is not satisfactory simply to argue that whatever a 
person does must provide more utility than any alternative course of action because 
he or she would otherwise have made a different choice. Such an argument amounts 
to a mere tautology. An individual who blindly follows the traditional course of action 
without considering costs and benefts or who fails to consider long-run implications 
or indirect effects is not necessarily rational. Nor is it uncommon to fnd persons 
who, with surprising regularity, make choices that they later appear to regret. Most of 
us have probably known someone whose behavior fts one or more of these patterns.

These qualifcations should be kept in mind, lest we accept too readily that what-
ever people do must be for the best. Nonetheless, as a frst approximation, it is prob-
ably more realistic to assume that people tend to try to maximize their well-being 
rather than that they are indifferent to it. We shall, for the most part, accept this as 
a reasonable generalization, while recognizing that it is not necessarily appropriate 
in every instance. Specifcally, one must keep in mind that the knowledge needed to 
make optimal decisions is often diffcult and costly to obtain. When this cost is likely 
to exceed the gain derived, it is rational to satisfce (select an option that meets a min-
imum standard of acceptability) rather than to insist on maximization.3 By the same 
token, however, when additional information can be provided relatively cheaply and 
easily, it is likely to be useful in improving decision-making. 

3This concept was frst proposed by Nobel laureate Herbert Simon in Models of Man (New York: Wiley, 
1957). He argued that when the knowledge needed to make optimal decisions is diffcult and costly to 
obtain, an individual may be content with selecting a “satisfactory” alternative.



6    CHAPTER 1  Introduction

bla20851_ch01_001-015.indd  6� 06/02/17  03:40 PM

   Uses of Economic Theory

That individuals are rational is only one of the many simplifying assumptions econo-
mists tend to make in formulating theories (explanations for why an event might 
have occurred) and building economic models (frameworks that explain human be-
havior). The justifcation for making such assumptions is that, much like laboratory 
experiments in the biological and physical sciences, these abstractions help to focus 
economists’ attention on the particular issue they are attempting to clarify and on the 
main relationships they want to understand.

In many instances, the approach is to examine the effects of changes in a single 
variable, such as price or income, while assuming that all else remains the same. 
This approach does not suggest that economists believe the real world actually works 
in such a simple way. An aerospace engineer fnds it useful to test a plane in a tunnel 
where everything except wind speed is artifcially stabilized, even though the vehicle 
will later have to fy in an environment where temperature, atmospheric pressure, 
and humidity vary. Similarly, the social scientist fnds it helpful to begin by abstract-
ing from numerous complications.

A theory is not intended to be a full description of the underlying reality. A de-
scription is like a photograph, which shows reality in all its details. A theory may be 
likened to a modern painting, which at most shows the broad outlines of its subject 
but may provide deeper insight than a more realistic picture would. Hence, a theory 
or model should not be judged primarily by its detailed resemblance to reality but 
rather by the extent to which it enables us to grasp the salient features of that reality. 
Thus, economic theory, at its best, can help us understand the present and correctly 
predict the future.

Economists should not, therefore, be faulted for making simplifying assump-
tions or using abstractions, as long as economic models yield useful insights and their 
predictions are tested against empirical evidence, which is drawn from the real world 
with all its complexities. Unfortunately, such testing is not always easy to do. Com-
puters enable us to process vast amounts of information, and econometricians have 
made substantial progress in developing better methods for doing so. However, the 
availability, timeliness, and quality of the data often still leave much to be desired.

Collecting data is a slow, expensive, and generally unglamorous undertaking. 
The US government does more and better work in this respect than governments 
of many other countries. Even so, collecting, compiling, and making the informa-
tion available may take quite some time. Some data are, in any case, collected only 
intermittently and other data, not at all. For a variety of reasons, including the gov-
ernment’s appropriate reluctance to invade certain areas as well as cost constraints 
that preclude government data collection on all topics that might potentially be of 
interest, some substantial gaps occur in offcial data collection. Private research or-
ganizations endeavor to fll these gaps to a degree, but they are even more likely to 
be constrained by lack of necessary funds. Moreover, the data from such special 
surveys are particularly likely to be collected sporadically or at lengthy intervals. 
Despite these diffculties, the possibilities for empirical work have improved beyond 
the wildest dreams of economists of even one or two generations ago.

When suitable data are available, evidence for some relationships can be obtained 
using such simple devices as averages and cross-tabulations. In other instances, how-
ever, sophisticated statistical methods are required to analyze the data. Such stud-
ies are time-consuming, and rarely are conclusions from any one study regarded 
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as fnal. At times ambiguities occur, with different sets of data or various approaches 
producing inconsistent results. Even so, such studies enhance the progress of science 
and help us to identify important areas for future research.

Because of these diffculties of data collection and analysis, timely and defni-
tive answers are simply not available for every question. We have, however, done our 
best to summarize existing knowledge on each topic considered in this book.

   The Scope of Economics

Traditionally, and for the most part even today, economics has focused on the market 
and on the government. In the market, goods and services are sold. Government is 
itself a major buyer and seller of goods and services as well as an agent that regulates 
and otherwise infuences the economy. As we shall see, an important change is that 
many mainstream economists now devote signifcant attention to the allocation of 
time within the household itself, but such material is still typically not included in 
general economics courses. Also, for the most part, the value of nonmarket house-
hold production is ignored when aggregate indicators of economic welfare, such as 
gross domestic product (GDP), are computed. This exclusion is a matter of concern 
in part because women play the dominant role in the nonmarket sector. One way this 
book is different is that we focus on the allocation of time within the household, pro-
viding both theory and evidence about this decision as well as presenting estimates 
of the value of nonmarket production.

In its microeconomics section, the typical introductory economics course puts 
primary emphasis on the analysis of product market transactions, with the frm as 
seller, concerned with maximizing profts, and the household as buyer, concerned 
with maximizing satisfaction or utility. Later it introduces markets for factors of pro-
duction, specifcally labor, in which the household is generally the supplier and the 
frm the purchaser. As a rule, however, this discussion is a brief portion in the section 
on factors of production, and most students may well come away with a view of the 
market as chiefy an institution where goods and services are supplied by businesses 
and the demand for them comes from the household.

In this book, our interest is most specifcally in women and men, their work in 
the labor market and in the household, and the interdependence among individuals 
within the household. Therefore, we briefy review supply and demand in the labor 
market in Appendix 1A at the end of this chapter.

In a market economy, the forces of supply and demand for labor determine 
both the jobs that will be available and how much workers will be paid for doing 
them. Much of our analysis throughout this book is concerned with the determinants 
of the supply of labor. We shall examine how individuals and their families decide to 
allocate their time between housework and market work and how women’s changing 
roles in this regard are affecting their own well-being and that of their families. Also 
on the supply side, workers may infuence their productivity by attending school 
or getting training on the job. We shall consider the determinants of such human 
capital investment decisions and their role in producing gender differences in labor 
market outcomes.

Demand is essentially determined by the behavior of employers, who are in turn 
infuenced by the business climate in which they operate. In the simplest case, their 
goal is to maximize profts, and their demand for labor is related to its productivity 
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in making the goods or producing the services sold by the frm. Thus, the frm’s 
demand for labor is derived from the demand of consumers for its fnal product. It 
is, however, possible that employers depart from the dictates of proft maximization 
and consider aspects of workers that are not directly related to their productivity. 
Discrimination is one such aspect. In this book, discrimination against women in the 
labor market and its role in producing wage and occupational differences between 
women and men is another topic that we shall explore in some depth.

A major focus of our analysis of the sources of gender differences in labor market 
outcomes is to better understand the role played by supply-side versus demand-side 
explanations in producing gender differentials. Supply-side explanations empha-
size the role of gender differences in preferences and human capital investments, 
while demand-side explanations focus chiefy on labor market discrimination. We 
also point out that labor market discrimination can indirectly lower women’s earn-
ings and occupational attainment by reducing their incentives and opportunities to 
acquire education and training. Supply- and demand-side explanations are not mu-
tually exclusive, however, and it is our view that both play a role in producing the 
gender differences in outcomes that we observe in the labor market.

   Individuals, Families, and Households

Throughout this book, we shall at times focus on the behavior of families and at 
other times on that of individuals. A family is offcially defned in US government 
statistics as consisting of two or more persons, related by blood, marriage, or adop-
tion, living in the same household. This defnition includes what might be regarded 
as a traditional nuclear family—a married-couple family where both parents are the 
biological or adoptive parents of the children—but it also includes other types of fam-
ilies, including a growing number of single-parent families, blended families (fami-
lies where one parent is a step-parent), and multigenerational families (e.g., those that 
include grandparents). Cohabiting couples, who are also growing more prevalent, are 
not counted as a family in the government’s defnition. An important recent change is 
that with the 2015 Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex marriage, same-sex 
couples are now permitted to marry in all US states (and the District of Columbia) 
and, when married, are now counted as a family in government statistics.

While it is, of course, the individual who, in the last analysis, consumes com-
modities and supplies labor, it is often appropriate to treat the family as the relevant 
economic unit because decisions of various members within a family are interdepen-
dent, much of their consumption is joint, and it is common for them to pool income. 
At the same time, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the composition 
of families may change as individuals move in and out (e.g., a child may grow up 
and live on his or her own or a single mother may remarry) and that the interests of 
family members may diverge to a greater or lesser extent (e.g., a married couple may 
disagree as to how to allocate their income). We shall return to these issues through-
out this book as we discuss the status of women and men within the family and in 
the labor market.

The broader concept of the household is also relevant to economic decision-
making and is becoming increasingly more so. A household consists of one or more 
persons living in one dwelling unit and sharing living expenses. Thus, all families are 
households, but one-person households or those composed of unrelated individuals 
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are not families. The term household is more general than family and does greater 
justice to the increasing prevalence of alternative living arrangements; however, 
because families still constitute a substantial majority of households that include 
more than one person and because the term family is more familiar and connotes a 
more uniform set of relationships, in this book we choose to use it primarily.

   A Further Note on Terminology

Traditionally the terms sex and gender were used interchangeably to refer to the 
biological and social differences between women and men. Now, the term sex is 
generally used to refer to the biological differences between males and females and 
the term gender is used to encompass the distinctions society has erected on this 
biological base.4 Thus, gender connotes a cultural or social construct, including dis-
tinctions in roles and behaviors as well as mental and emotional characteristics.5 
We have generally observed the distinction between sex and gender in this book. In 
recent years, there has been growing attention to the distinction between biological 
sex at birth and an individual’s gender identity, that is, how a person self-identifes, 
as policies are formulated to address the rights of transgender individuals in schools 
and in the workplace.6 The topic of discrimination based on gender identity is often 
discussed in conjunction with sexual orientation discrimination. Sexual orientation 
refers to the gender one is sexually or romantically attracted to.7

Another area in which the question of appropriate terminology arises is with 
respect to racial and ethnic groups. Historically, people of African origin in the 
United States were generally called Negroes. Several decades ago the term black 
came into use, followed more recently by African American. In this book, we use 
both terms but generally use black, mainly because black is the term that continues 
to be used in the offcial government statistics on which we frequently rely. For the 
same reason, that is, its use in government statistics, we use the term Hispanic rather 
than alternatives such as Latino.

In government statistics, race (e.g., white, black, Asian) and ethnicity (e.g., His-
panic, non-Hispanic) are identifed as separate categories.8 In recent years, the US 
Census Bureau and the Department of Labor have, in some cases, made available 
data for the category “white, non-Hispanic.” Where feasible, we provide statistics on 
this group rather than all whites. The reason is that many persons of Hispanic ethnic-
ity self-identify as white and they comprise a large and growing disadvantaged group 
among whites. Thus, to most clearly gauge the progress of minority groups (including 

4Francine D. Blau, “Gender,” in The New Palgrave: A Dictionary of Economic Theory and Doctrine, 
ed. John Eatwell, Murray Milgate, and Peter Newman, vol. 2 (London: MacMillan Press, 1987), 492. 
5Helen Tierney, ed., Women’s Studies Encyclopedia (New York: Greenwood Press, 1989), 153. 
6Growing attention to the concept of gender identity has also raised new discussions about the language 
that we use in referring to individuals, including our choice of pronouns (he/she/they); see Amanda Hess, 
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