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REVISITING THE GENDER WAGE GAP:  
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Abstract
The gender wage gap is a reality of the 21st 

century. The average female's annual salary is 
about 80% of the average male salary. Consid-

ering the growing importance of equal rights 
and possibilities, it seems quite improbable 
that women still have to face biased standards. 
Women’s career choices lie at the heart of the 
gender wage gap. Moreover, women might ad-

vance differently in their careers. Exploring 
these issues has the potential to change the 
picture of women's position in the workplace 
and the labor market in general.
Key words: gender wage gap, pay gap, career 
choice.

Absztrakt
A nemek átlagos keresete közötti eltérés átlagosan 
20–22%. A probléma vitatott és megosztó jellege 
tovább fokozódik az egyenlő bánásmódhoz fűz-

hető jogtudatosság tükrében. A pályaválasztási 
különbségek jelentős mertékben hozzájárulnak a 
nemek közötti egyenlőtlenségek fokozódásához. A 
magas beosztású nők hiánya szintén meghatározó 
tényezője a probléma többdimenziós jellegének. 
Ezen szempontok feltárása és megfelelő beazo-

nosítása segít a nők munkaerőpiaci helyzetének 
megértésében, ami a megoldáskeresés alapját 
képezi.
Kulcsszavak: nemek közötti bérrés, béregyenlőt-
lenség, pályaválasztás.

Addressing various articles and studies concerning pay equality, the statis­

tics that one is most likely to encounter states that in the average female's 
annual salary is about 80% of the average male salary, or to make it sound 
more infuriating, women make only 80 cents for every dollar a man makes 
(Corbett 2018, 9). 

The issue of the gender wage gap has been a controversial and much 
disputed subject, considering the importance of equal rights and possibili­
ties, regarding both the individual and groups. Moreover, concern about 
women’s discrimination at the workplace is not a new one, since it was one 
of the major claims of first wave feminism. Still, according to the statistics, 
in the 21st century, women have to face biased standards. 

It is the misinterpretation of the data that leads to such inaccurate 
conclusions. The gender wage differences do not affect women as radi­
cally as the statics imply. The underlying problem is the methodological 
deficiency of the statistics, not providing representative data of the reality 
of women’s workplace situation. The statistical differences largely stem 
from women’s different career choices. Moreover, even when entering the 
same fields, women might advance differently in their careers, due to a 
ruling pattern of unwillingness to negotiate. Exploring these issues has the 
potential to change the picture of women's position in the workplace and 
the labor market in general. 
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Methodological Limitation of Research
The existence of the gender wage gap should not be considered a direct evi­
dence of workplace discrimination. The causes, contributing to the differ­
ences in income are more nuanced and complex. Interpreting the statistics 
connected to the gender wage gap, it is crucial to understand the methodo­

logical limitations of the approach applied. In a broad sense, the gender 
wage gap is understood as the difference in men’s and women’s earnings. 
In practice, however, the 80% is the difference in the median pay of full­
time working men and women, expressed as a percentage (Miller 2018, 
7). Understanding this peculiarity of the statistics is of vital importance in 
order to obtain a clear picture of the workforce market. 

There is a variety of factors determining one’s salary, such as age, ge­

ographical region, college major, occupation, the number of hours worked, 
the number of months unemployed since graduation, Grade Point Average, 
marital status, institution selectivity, just to mention the most important 
ones. However, the “80% statistics” does not take into consideration any 
of these factors.  The primary source of labor force statistics is the Current 
Population Survey, which is a monthly survey with a sample of 100,000 
households, comparing the average wage of a large number of men and 
women throughout the United States, working in different positions, with 
various working hours, and qualifications (Miller 2018, 7). 

On the one hand, the cause of this “unselective” nature of the sta­

tistics is understandable. Considering the various factors contributing to 
one’s salary, it is nearly impossible to find a group of people possessing 
only shared qualities. On the other hand, having understood the limitations 
of the statistics, one has to be extraordinarily cautious when interpreting 
these results. Stating that women have to face discrimination, based on the 
above-mentioned statistics alone, is a quick jump to conclusions at best, 
and a miscommunication, misinterpretation of facts at worst.

The misleading nature of the statistics is best illustrated by Corbett 
and Hill’s findings. Recognizing the limitations of the Current Population 
Survey’s findings, the research set out to compare men and women with the 
same major, who attended the same type of institution and worked the same 
hours in the same job in the same economic sector. Once these amendments 
were made, the results showed that women earned 93 percent of what men 
earned. Therefore, the unexplained pay gap decreased from 20% to 7% 
(Corbett – Hill 2018, 34). 

The “unexplainable” 7% can, however, can still be tied to several 
other factors, other than obvious sexual discrimination. Racial discrimina­
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tion was pointed out to be another major contributor to pay differences. 
In 2017, the gender wage gap was largest for Hispanic women, who were 
paid only 53 percent of white males’ earnings. Furthermore, sexual orienta­

tion and gender identity should not be overlooked as factors, determining 
one’s earnings (Miller 2018, 11). Such “preferences” of employers are not 
always reported, therefore these factors are extremely hard to measure. The 
lack of a representative picture of real workplace market affairs contribute 
to the unexplained character of the gender wage gap.  

Needless to say, a 20% and a 7% difference in ones expected earn­

ings, compared with the representatives of the other sex, is a huge differ­
ence. This difference in results of the two approaches to the gender pay 
gap provides a basis for far-reaching conclusions. First, the gender wage 
gap is a reality, even if its extent is often misjudged. Second, if women’s 
and men’s earnings do not differ so drastically when working in the same 
positions, the roots of the gender wage gap are to be found elsewhere. It 
is possible that the major contributor to the gender wage gap is still wom­

en’s different career choices, namely, the large density of women in low 
paying jobs accompanied by the high representation of men in prestigious 
spheres. Moreover, it can be assumed that women, even if they enter the 
same spheres do not reach the same positions as men do, that is, women’s 
representation is low in influential, executive positions. 

These methodological limitations indicate the necessity of further 
research. Valuable data could be obtained from examining smaller focus 
groups, i.e. siblings, graduates of the same class, workers of the same 
company. 

Furthermore, examining the representation of men and women in dif­
ferent jobs and industries can potentially provide valuable data for a better 
understanding of the gender wage gap. 

Women’s Career Choices
Men and women participate differently in the workforce. A major factor 
behind the gender wage gap is segregation by occupation. Even though an 
income gap exists within occupational fields, statistically the difference is 
more striking between the occupations: jobs traditionally associated with 
men pay better than traditional “female jobs” (Hegewisch – Hartmann 
2014, 20).

As it was pointed out by Schweitzer, in 2014, women were still likely 
to choose traditionally “female jobs” without anticipating lower salaries 
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(Schweitzer 2014, 422). Occupational segregation in the 21st century might 
sound shocking, considering that women have entered traditionally male 
dominated spheres, blurring the line between the two kinds of occupations. 
Occupational gender segregation has decreased significantly over the last 
40 years. This tendency was most striking between the 1970s and 1980s. 
However, the reality is that this integration process has stagnated since the 
early 2000s (Hegewisch – Hartmann, 2014, 2).

The problem seems to be deeply rooted in society. The causes of 
occupational segregation can be traced back to childhood. Boys and girls 
face gendered expectations regarding their academic achievements. Early 
educational experiences are determined by assumptions concerning what 
they should be good at and focus on. This external pressure, experienced 
from a young age, deepens stereotypes about gender roles, affecting their 
later college majors and career directions (Miller 2018, 14).

Higher education is, undoubtedly, a major factor of possible social 
mobility, which increases one’s potential earnings. However, as it was 
pointed out by Corbett there is a significant difference in college gradu­

ate male and females’ earnings. Only one year after graduation, the ratio 
of female and male earnings is 82 % (Corbett 2012, 9).  At this career 
stage, all candidates are young, single, childless, relatively inexperienced 
in the workplace, and working full time. Therefore, woman’s responsibili­
ties such as more housework, raising children, balancing family and career 
cannot be considered to cause this difference. Men and women attend simi­
lar types of colleges and universities and are equally successful, earning 
similar grades. However, there is a significant difference in the two groups’ 
choice of field of study. Women’s representation is strikingly high in health 
care fields (88 %) and education (81 %). At the same time, women were 
a distinct minority in engineering and engineering technology (18 %) and 
computer and information sciences (19 %). Other fields, such as business 
and economy, are more gender balanced. However, occupational segrega­

tion is persistent even among students who graduate with degrees in the 
same fields. Men are more likely to work in business or management occu­

pations (26 % of men and 11 % of women), while women are more likely to 
occupy lower paying positions, such as social services professionals (16 % 
of women while only 6 % of men) (Corbett 2012, 12).

However, the assumption that women are more drawn to “female 
jobs” is incorrect. The work done by women is often valued less than the 
work done by men even if it requires the same level of skills. Parking lot 
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attendant men earn more than child care worker females, even though it 
would be difficult to argue that watching cars is more demanding or pres­

tigious than watching children (United States. Bureau of Labor Statistics).
A thought-provoking research was conducted by Corell, examining 

the correlation between students’ perceived mathematical competence and 
later career relevant decisions.

The results of the study show that men assess their own mathemati­
cal competence higher than their female counterparts, even though wom­

en were equally successful in completing the tests. Further, the effect of 
performance feedback on self-assessments also differs by gender. Math 
grades had a significantly larger positive effect on the mathematical self-
assessments for females than for males. Both males and females, having 
high mathematical competence, are more likely to pursue a career in the 
quantitative professions. However, since males tend to overestimate their 
mathematical competence as opposed to females, the odds are higher for 
males to obtain a job in science, math, and engineering. These results put 
occupational segregation into perspective (Corell 2001, 1725).

Apart from occupational segregation and different major choices, an­

other factor not to be overlooked as contributing to the wage gap is the num­

ber of hours worked. Although full time is usually understood as working 
40 hours a week, the reality is that it ranges between 35 to 50 hours (Cor­
bett 2012, 18). One year after graduation, women in full-time jobs reported 
working an average of 43 hours per week, while men reported working an 
average of 45 hours per week. This ratio only worsens after having chil­
dren. Motherhood can affect women’s earnings negatively, while becoming 
a father does not have such consequences (Correll et al. 1302). Therefore, 
the “motherhood penalty” is another reality of the workplace market today. 

These results enhance the complex nature of the gender wage gap. 
On the one hand, one can see how largely education and upbringing have 
the potential to determine future career paths. A large portion of these prob­

lems can be solved by having a greater awareness of possible career paths 
and potential wages. On the other hand, women’s self-limiting beliefs are 
not to be overlooked as a factor determining career advancement. 

Negotiation as a Factor Affecting Wages
A major contributor to the gender wage gap is women’s reluctance to 
negotiate. In the article “Nice Girls Don’t Ask” Linda Babcock et al. ar­
gue that girls are taught from an early age to put others’ interests before 
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their own. This powerful message is promoted by parents, teachers and 
the media, and girls are not necessarily aware of this internalized behav­

ior. Later on, these patterns are confirmed in the workplace environment, 
where ambitious women are often considered “pushy”, resulting in becom­

ing ostracized, excluded from further possibilities (Babcock 2003, 15). 
In order to gain a better understanding of the issue, two questions are 

crucial to address: whether women are really less likely to ask for a promo­

tion or raise and whether they are treated differently if they do. 
Leibbrandt, recognizing the importance of salary negotiations, con­

ducted a far-reaching survey. Several job advertisements were posted in 
nine major cities of the USA. Amongst them there were some advertise­

ments that explicitly stated that wages were negotiable, while others did 
not. Nearly 2,500 people responded to the postings. Women were more 
likely to settle for a lower wage when the posting did not include the pos­

sibility of negotiating. However, when negotiable wages were explicitly 
stated, the differences between genders seemed to disappear completely 
(Leibbrandt 2015, 2017). 

These results suggest that a slight change in a job description can 
significantly affect the gender gap in labor markets. A possible interpreta­

tion of the results is that the problem lies in women’s willingness to negoti­
ate rather than in their bargaining power. 

However, the above-mentioned survey did not take into account the 
employees and employers different gender pairings. This gap in the field 
of study was addressed by Dittrich. According to his results, male employ­

ers, when bargaining with female employees end up paying lower wages 
compared to male employees. Similarly, female employers are also more 
likely to pay higher wages to male employees. Thus, women employees 
have worse bargaining outcomes (Dittrich 2014, 872). 

The evidence from the above studies suggests that the assumption 
about women’s lower willingness to negotiate is plausible, however, it 
might be affected by numerous factors. Additionally, women might be less 
successful in enforcing their will as employees, but not as employers. 

Returning to the second question, whether women might be treated 
differently if they negotiate, the backlash effect is important to examine.  
The differential treatment of men and women who tried to negotiate was 
studied by Bowles et al. Women who initiate negotiation generally receive 
worse evaluations from male evaluators than men negotiators. Male em­

ployers were significantly more willing to work with women who accepted 
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their compensation offers than with those who attempted to negotiate for 
higher compensation. These women were considered to be nicer and less 
demanding by their male employers. However, the employers perceive 
both groups of women as equally able. That is to say, even though women 
are, on the one hand, at a disadvantage due to their lower willingness to 
negotiate, this reluctance might be reasonable. Females’ supposition about 
the negative outcomes of negotiation was accurate. Both male and female 
managers penalized women who tried to ask for more, they perceived these 
women as being “less nice” (Bowles 2007, 99). 

Furthermore, Amanatullah and Morris pointed out that self-advocat­
ing female negotiators made larger compromises than male negotiators. 
The difference between genders when it came to negotiation assertiveness 
is quite astounding. Self-advocating female applicants conceded away al­
most 20% of the total value in just the first round of negotiations (Amanat­
ullah – Morris 2010, 263).

All these findings put the gender wage gap into perspective. The 
causes seem to run deeper than mere discrimination. Psychological dif­
ferences, upbringing, behavioral patterns are all to be further studied for a 
deeper understanding of this issue. It seems that negotiation itself will not 
solve the problem, a more complex approach is needed. Managers should 
be aware of these differences and give comparable raises for achievements 
to both men and women. Having a less assertive personality should not 
result in lower wages, for it does not mean being a less efficient worker. 
Furthermore, women should be aware of the power of negotiation as well 
as possible differential treatment. 

Conclusion
The gender wage gap is a reality of the 21st century workforce market. 
However, it does not affect workers to such a significant extent as it seems. 
There are methodological limitations of all studies in this area. Finding 
large representative groups of people who possess only shared qualities in 
terms of education, qualification, and working hours seems almost impos­

sible. Undoubtedly, for a better understanding of the workplace market, 
further research is needed. Valuable data could be obtained from examin­

ing smaller focus groups, i.e. workers with similar social background, like 
relatives and siblings, or workers of the same company, graduates of the 
same class.

RE-EXAMINING THE GENDER WAGE GAP...
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The responsibility of parents and education is not to be overlooked 
as a factor, directing children to specific career paths. Parents and teachers 
must be aware of the gendered stereotypes regarding children’s’ interests, 
in order not to reinforce these patterns in upbringing. Raising girls’ aware­

ness of their equal position in the workforce market and the importance of 
assertiveness in certain situations could be the first step towards the elimi­
nation of the gender wage gap. Furthermore, before entering the workface, 
career counseling may lead to better decisions concerning career choices. 

Career advancement differences reveal women’s own responsibility 
concerning possible burdens in careers. Recognizing the possibilities of 
negotiation and being able to formulate one’s expectations in accordance 
with one’s worth in the workforce market has the potential to enhance one’s 
career development tremendously.

Due to the pay gap, achieving economic security is more difficult 
for women and their families. Earning less means having more limited 
choices. The income gap influences women’s lives in various ways: the 
neighborhoods in which they live, the educational opportunities they offer 
their children, and the food they put on their tables. The pay gap can have 
especially serious consequences for single mothers, as far as they are often 
the only providers of their families. 

“To face the problem is not to solve it. But once a woman faces it, 
once she asks herself “What do I want to do?” she begins to find her own 
answers” (Friedan 1963, 326).

The gender wage gap can turn from a depressing reality to an em­

powering message. Women do have the potential to be successful and in­

fluential. This requires making extremely conscious choices, assertiveness 
and hard work, and perhaps, sometimes having to work harder than men. 
Having let go of the assumption that they are predetermined to earn less, 
women have the potential to prove female equality in the workplace by 
achieving financial security for themselves and their families. 
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