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n  Labor force participation and 

wage rates are changing for 

both men and women. 

n  Women are surpassing men in 

educational attainment.

n  The labor force participation 

rate of women may influence 

future skills shortages.

n  Organizations could increasingly 

focus retention efforts on highly 

skilled women.

Women 
and work
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In most industrialized countries, 

women have been a major part of the 

paid workforce for many decades, and 

women’s economic contributions in 

both paid and unpaid work have been 

significant for much longer. Many econ-

omists credit the increase in the num-

ber of women in the workplace as one 

of the most important forces shaping 

the economy over the past 30 years, 

influencing economic factors such as 

average family income, productivity and 

consumer behavior. Recently, reports 

of women’s declining labor force par-

ticipation in the United States, along 

with evidence that many of those drop-

ping out of the labor force were highly 

educated and skilled women, have led 

HR leaders in some industries to reex-

amine diversity and retention policies 

aimed at women. 

Changing labor force 
participation and wage 
rates
Many of the same factors that led to a 

decline in male employment over the 

last half of the 20th century could now 

also be contributing to the decline in 

female employment. However, econo-

mists attribute much of the decline 

in male employment to structural 

changes in the economy that seem 

to affect men more than women. For 

example, many believe that a large 

number of male workers who have 

dropped out of the labor market are 

former blue-collar workers who have 

been displaced by the decline in the 

manufacturing sector. In the United 

States, male employment declined by 

12% since 1950, and similar drops 

in male employment also occurred in 

other industrialized countries as job 

growth shifted away from manufactur-

ing. This may be one reason men are 

much more likely than women to cite 

“discouragement over job prospects” 

as the main reason they have dropped 

out of the workforce (see Table 1). 

Though these kinds of structural 

changes in the economy may have had 

a greater effect on men, economists 

generally agree that declines in both 

male and female employment are also 

partially the result of a greater number 

of individuals reaching retirement age 

and an increase in delayed employ-

ment in order to get more education.

Female labor force participation
The percentage of women in the 

U.S. workforce reached its peak in 

2000 and has since begun to decline 

slightly. In 1950, only one-third of 

working-age women in the United 

States were in paid work, whereas now 

women make up almost half of the 

U.S. workforce and around two-thirds 

of working-age women today have 

paid jobs. The upward trend of female 

employment rates in the second half of 

the 20th century also occurred across 

many industrialized countries and 

in developing countries, particularly 

in the emerging economies of East 

Asia. Many of these jobs were in the 

rapidly expanding service sector. The 

growth of the service sector may be 

one reason that female employment 

rates continued to show upward growth 

throughout the 1990s even as male 

employment rates declined steadily. 

Unlike the decline in men’s labor 

force participation, which has been 

discussed mainly within an economic 

context, the downward trend in 

women’s participation in the work-

force has been subject to much more 

examination from a social and cultural 

perspective. One of the key ques-

tions has been to what extent child 

rearing and other caring responsibili-

ties are influencing women’s employ-

ment levels. Based on U.S. Current 

Table 1 |  Persons Not in the Labor Force by Desire 
and Availability for Work (2005)

	 total	 men	 women	
	 (in	thousands)	 (in	thousands)	 (in	thousands)

Total not in labor force 76, 762 29,119 47,643

Do not want a job now 71,777 26,926 44,851

Want a job* 4,985 2,193 2,792

Did not search for work in previous year 2,841 1,173 1,668

Not available to work now 599 231 368

Available to work now 1,545 789 756

Reason	not	currently	looking

Discouragement over job prospects** 436 260 176

Family responsibilities 159 36 123

In school or training 217 118 99

Ill health or disability 119 64 55

Other*** 614 311 302

*Includes some persons who are not asked if they want a job. 

**Includes those who believe no work is available, could not find work, lack necessary schooling or training, employer 
things too young or old, and other types of discrimination.

***Includes those who did not actively look for work in the prior four weeks for such reasons as childcare and transporta-
tion problems, as well as a small number for which reason for nonparticipation was not ascertained. 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics  
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Population Survey data, it does appear 

that the age of the youngest child influ-

ences the number of hours worked by 

mothers but has no effect on working 

hours of fathers. However, data from 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 

do not indicate that women are opting 

out of the labor market specifically to 

care for children in greater numbers 

than in the 1990s. 

Though women are still much more 

likely than men to cite family respon-

sibilities as their reason for dropping 

out of the labor force (see Table 1), 

when looking at fertility rates and 

female employment internationally, 

researchers have found that—at least 

within the wealthiest and most indus-

trialized countries monitored by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-opera-

tion and Development (OECD)—there 

is no negative correlation between 

fertility and labor force participa-

tion. This means that women do not 

have fewer children in industrialized 

countries with higher female employ-

ment rates. In fact, several studies 

have shown the opposite to be true: 

women tend to have more children in 

the OECD countries such as Sweden 

and the United States, where female 

employment rates are highest. In 

determining potential future trends 

relating to women in the workforce, 

more attention may therefore be paid 

to factors such as work availability 

and family income, aging, disability 

and educational attainment than to 

fertility rates. 

Globally, employment among work-

ing-age women rose in almost all 

OECD countries between 1981 and 

2001. The United States, along with 

Japan, was one of only two OECD 

countries that showed a decrease in 

employment rates for women between 

2000 and 2004. There are differ-

ing theories as to why declines may 

be occurring in the United States 

compared with other industrialized 

nations. One theory is that the United 

States has less room for growth in 

female employment because it already 

has one of the highest women’s 

employment rates across the OECD 

countries. Another theory is that the 

United States averages some of the 

highest annual working hours, which 

could create a lower dropout ceiling for 

women’s employment because women 

average fewer weekly paid working 

hours than men, especially when 

part-time work is not available. OECD 

countries with the highest incidence of 

women in part-time work tend to have 

higher rates of women in the workforce 

when controlling for other factors, and 

the United States is among the OECD 

countries with the lowest rates of 

women in part-time work. This issue 

may be of particular importance to 

highly educated women as the lack of 

availability of part-time jobs may have 

the greatest influence on exempt work-

ers averaging 40-plus hours of work 

per week. According to the OECD data, 

a number of other factors probably 

account for the overall differences in 

female labor force participation rates 

across industrialized countries. These 

include policy issues related to flex-

ibility of working time arrangements, 

taxation of second earners relative 

to single earners, childcare subsidies 

and paid parental leave, in addition to 

broader social and economic factors 

such as female education levels, the 

proportion of married women in the 

population, average number of children 

and overall labor market conditions. 

For many industrialized countries, 

future employment policies may 

be aimed at further increasing the 

number of women in the workforce 

primarily to improve productivity rates 

and offset the loss of workers due to 

population declines and an aging work-

force. In addition to policies aimed at 

bringing more women into the labor 

market, many OECD countries may 

attempt to shift a greater percentage 

of women from part-time to full-time 

employment. 

Female labor force participation 

will not only be a critical factor in the 

economies of industrialized countries, 

but it may be even more important in 

developing countries with high rates of 

poverty because of its positive impact 

on productivity and GDP. For example, 

economists believe that the increase 

in female employment accounts for 

a major portion of global economic 

growth, particularly in the emerging 

economies of Asia. For every 100 

men in the workforce in the emerging 

East Asian economies, there are now 

83 women—a higher average than 

even that of the wealthiest countries 

represented in the OECD average. 

This may be particularly true in export 

manufacturing sectors in countries 

like China where women are esti-

mated to account for up to 80% of 

jobs. Because the employment rate 

of women is positively correlated with 

lower poverty rates, it is not surpris-

ing that Asia has led the developing 

world in reducing poverty over the 

last decade. In addition to develop-

ing countries with low rates of female 

education and formal employment, 

there are also a small number of coun-

tries where female education rates 

are comparatively high while female 

paid employment remains low. Shifts 

to higher levels of women in the work-

force in both types of developing econ-

omies could have widespread social 

and economic implications, creating 

new consumer markets and reducing 

poverty levels.

Wages
Another factor that may influence 

both male and female labor force 

participation rates is changes in aver-
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age wages for both male and female 

workers. According to the U.S. Census 

Bureau, wages of male workers 

under the age of 44, and particularly 

under 35, have seen a steady decline 

(see Table 2). This decline has been 

somewhat obscured by the overall 

rise in the median income of families. 

Economists believe that the rise in 

the real median income of families 

is largely the result of the growth in 

female labor force participation. 

In comparison to men, women’s 

wages increased steadily since the 

1970s (see Figure 1). As women’s 

wages increased, the importance of 

female labor force participation for 

overall family income also grew. With 

the real median income of men in 

the 44-and-under age group decreas-

ing, even more families may need 

a second income to maintain living 

standards, influencing overall female 

employment rates, particularly in the 

same age category.

In spite of greater reliance on 

female earnings, the wage gap 

between women and men remains 

and is only slowly closing. The wage 

gap is based on a comparison of 

the median earnings of all men and 

women working 35 hours or more per 

week. The reasons for the continuing 

wage gap between women and men 

are not always easy to isolate—econo-

mists argue that there are many 

factors other than discrimination 

behind the gap, including choice of 

professions and the use of overtime. 

The impact of changing work patterns 

as a result of childrearing may be 

particularly important. Studies show 

that dropping out of the labor force 

for extended periods of time for any 

reason has an ongoing influence on 

future wages. Economists argue that 

since more women than men opt out 

of the workforce or work fewer hours 

for extended time periods during the 

childbearing years and men’s work-

ing hours do not positively correlate 

to parental status, more women 

are likely to experience an ongoing 

depression in earnings as a result of 

taking time out of the workforce. 

In addition to these factors, experts 

believe that between 10% and 30% 

of the wage gap is attributable to 

wage discrimination. Studies show 

that women who try to negotiate for a 

higher salary are less likely to be hired 

than men who do so. Some studies 

suggest that women are more appre-

hensive about negotiating for higher 

wages and may therefore be less likely 

than men to ask for increases. There 

are also some indications that women 

with children may be much more 

vulnerable to discrimination than those 

without and that wages for women with 

children decline with each additional 

child. A Cornell University study in 

2005 found that applicant profiles that 

were functionally equivalent resulted 

in major differences in hire rate and 

salary offers depending on whether or 

not they indicated that the applicant 

was a mother. The researchers then 

carried out the same study replacing 

women with men. They found that the 

reverse occurred: participants in the 

study were more likely to hire male 

applicants who indicated that they 

were fathers and offered an average of 

$6,000 more in salary to them than to 

the non-father male applicants. If this 

“motherhood penalty” and, conversely, 

“fatherhood bonus” are widespread, 

they may account for much of the 

wage gap that cannot be explained 

by other nondiscriminatory factors, 

since most employees do eventually 

become parents at some stage in their 

careers. Some experts believe that 

this may also be one reason that the 

wage gap widens with age, as younger 

women are the least likely to be 

subject to the aftereffects of previous 

wage “motherhood penalties.” 

Ongoing wage differentials between 

women and men could have a long-

term influence on income levels, 

working patterns and labor force 

participation rates for both genders. 

For example, the lower-earning part-

ner in a couple may be most likely 

to give up work when caring for 

children or other family members is 

required. Employment gaps and lower 

incomes also result in lower retirement 

savings for women, which may lead 

to increases in employment rates for 

older women in comparison with older 

men as more women may need to 

work to supplement insufficient retire-

ment savings. 

Education rates
Because there are so many factors 

influencing women’s employment pat-

terns, it is difficult to establish which 

one will be the most important in 

determining future trends in female 

labor force participation. But one trend 

seems almost certain to influence the 

Table 2 |  Changes in Male Income

age	of	 Change	in	Real	median	 Change	in	Real	median	inCome	
inCome	eaRneR	 inCome	of	men	(1970-1997)	 of	families	(1995-2004)

Under 35 -19% 4.4%

35-44 -10.6% 5.5%

45-54 5.6% 23.2%

55-64 4.7% 30.8%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Federal Reserve  
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future of female employment: women’s 

educational performance.

Women are now outperforming men 

at almost every level of education:
n  In the 25-to-29 age group, 88% of 

women have completed high school 

compared with 85% of men. 
n  Women now make up 58% of U.S. 

college students compared with 

43% in 1970. 
n  Women have earned more bache-

lor’s degrees than men every year 

since 1982 and more master’s 

degrees since 1986. 
n  It is estimated that in the 2005-

2006 school year women obtained 

around 60% of master’s degrees 

and around 50% of all doctoral 

degrees. 
n  By 2011, it is projected that women 

will outnumber men in both under-

graduate and graduate degree pro-

grams by 10.2 million to 7.4 million. 

Men are also less likely to complete 

their degrees within four or five years 

and average lower grades than women. 

Education trends are similar in other 

industrialized countries. According 

to the most recent OECD education 

statistics, “the 1990s was the decade 

when women moved ahead of men 

in terms of their educational attain-

ment. In most OECD countries, young 

women are now more likely than young 

men to obtain first degrees from 

university-level institutions.” In addi-

tion, the OECD 2000 Programme for 

International Student Assessment 

survey of 43 countries uncovered 

differences in gender expectations 

when it comes to careers, with 

girls reporting higher expectations 

toward their future occupations than 

boys. Recent studies, such as the 

2005 National Survey of Student 

Engagement, have also found that 

female U.S. college students are more 

engaged in their studies than their 

male counterparts. 

There are many theories as to 

why women may be outperforming 

men across the range of educational 

attainment. Education experts point 

out that these differences vary widely 

depending on family income, race and 

ethnicity and that the greatest gender 

differences appear to be among low-

income families. Another factor may 

be that a college education has a 

much greater economic benefit for 

women than it appears to have for 

men, though up until now women’s 

gains in education have not translated 

into major gains in average income 

compared with men. According to a 

2004 report from the Institute for 

Women’s Policy Research, women with 

graduate degrees earn only slightly 

more than men with only a high school 

diploma—$41,995 compared with 

$40,822. And women with a bache-

lor’s degree actually earn less than 

men with only a high school diploma. 

However, according to BLS projections, 

professional and related occupations 

requiring advanced degrees will be 

the areas of fastest job growth, with 

more than 600,000 new jobs created 

in these categories annually between 

2003 and 2012. With almost all of 

these jobs requiring a college degree 

and women obtaining the majority of 

college degrees, women could make 

major strides forward, particularly in 

sectors where demand for college 

graduates is highest. 

Future skills shortages
Women’s improved educational 

performance, especially since the 

1990s, has focused attention on the 

role of women in the workforce and 

their potential impact on the future 

economy. The central issues in these 

projections are the extent to which 

women will continue to participate 

in the labor market and if wage 

and career progression differences 

between men and women will shrink 

along with differences in educational 

attainment. Though few are predict-

ing that women will overtake men in 

earnings and management positions 

in the near to medium term, some 

industry experts anticipate more 

efforts aimed at attracting and retain-

ing women in industries where women 

represent a significant proportion of 

the skilled labor pool. Strategies for 

Figure 1 |  Median Income of Full-Time, Year-Round Workers  
(1955-2001)

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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recruiting and retaining women are 

likely to differ depending on the sever-

ity of skills shortages, the proportion 

of women compared to men in the 

sector, work organization within the 

sector (particularly time-based work 

arrangements such as billable hours) 

and alternative labor sourcing strate-

gies available, such as offshoring.

Female-dominated industries 
and professions
Female-dominated industries are 

among the first to be experiencing 

severe labor shortages as a result 

of a combination of the loss of 

older female workers to retirement, 

increased demand and difficulty in 

expanding the pool of new workers. A 

good example of this “perfect storm” 

is the nursing profession. According to 

BLS projections, more than 1.2 million 

nurses will be needed by 2014 and 

RN positions will account for two-fifths 

of all new jobs created in the health 

care sector. The Health Resources 

and Services Administration is pre-

dicting that by the year 2020, 44 

states will have nursing shortages. 

The reasons for the current and 

projected future nursing shortages 

include slow growth in the number of 

nursing school enrollments and the 

total population of RNs growing at 

its slowest rate in over two decades. 

With fewer individuals entering the 

nursing profession, the average age of 

RNs is increasing, which could mean 

that a significant drop-off in labor 

supply could occur if many RNs retire 

at around the same time. There is 

also evidence that the shortage itself 

causes nurses to leave the profes-

sion as a result of burnout: a study 

published in Nursing Economics found 

that 98% of nurses surveyed said that 

nursing shortages were a catalyst for 

increased stress and 93% believed 

that this would cause nurses to leave 

the profession. The trends in the nurs-

ing profession indicate that once labor 

shortages reach a critical level, they 

could be self-perpetuating.

The “opt-out” trend for 
highly skilled women
Recently more attention has been 

paid to the trend of highly educated 

and high-achieving women opting out 

of the workforce, particularly in high-

earning fields in the finance and pro-

fessional service sectors (see Table 

3). Evidence of this trend has gener-

ally involved surveys of female gradu-

ates of elite universities: a survey of 

1981 Stanford University graduates 

showed that around 57% of women 

graduates left the workforce; a survey 

of Harvard Business School graduates 

showed that only 38% of women grad-

uates ended up in full-time careers; 

and another study showed that while 

only one out of 20 white male MBAs 

was not working, around one out of 

three white female MBA holders was 

out of the workforce. However, other 

studies have shown that though 

women with professional degrees 

were roughly three times more likely 

to be out of the workforce than their 

male counterparts, the vast majority 

were working. Many academics who 

study the issue believe these kinds of 

studies may not represent the whole 

picture and are attempting to piece 

together more information about why 

highly educated women may be leav-

ing the workforce and what kinds of 

policies and practices might reverse 

this trend. Many of these studies 

are being supported by employers in 

key industries that are increasingly 

concerned about a “brain drain” as a 

result of the loss of highly educated/

high-achieving women employees.

For example, a 2004 survey, spon-

sored by Ernst & Young, Goldman 

Sachs and Lehman Brothers as part 

of a Center for Work-Life Policy task 

force and famously highlighted by 

Sylvia Hewlett and Carolyn Luce in the 

Harvard Business Review, explored 

why high-achieving women opted out 

of the workforce and what barriers 

may stand in the way of them reenter-

	 VeteRans	and	BaBy	 geneRations	 women	with	CaRing	 women	in	
	 BoomeRs	 X	and	y	 ResponsiBilities		 geneRal	
	 (BoRn	BefoRe	1964)	 (BoRn	afteR	1964)	 at	home

Education 36% 36% 27% 30%

Finance 14% 56% 4% 22%

Other 29% 17% 14% 18%

Professional services 18% 29% 18% 13%

Health 21% 39% 13% 12%

Services 24% 30% 9% 9%

Wholesale/retail trade 14% 29% 14% 8%

Manufacturing 23% 39% 9% 6%

High-tech 22% 59% 12% 6%

Government 21% 45% 0% 5%

Source: SHRM 2006 online survey

Table 3    Demographics of Highly Skilled/Highly Educated Employees 
HR Professionals Are Most Concerned About Retaining
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ing. The survey of highly educated 

women found that 43% of mothers 

and 37% of women overall did leave 

work voluntarily at some point in their 

careers. Along with parenting, 24% 

of the women had opted out to care 

for elderly or other relatives (this was 

particularly true of women in the so-

called “sandwich generation”). The 

study found that the vast majority 

(93%) of women who were currently 

“off-ramped” from their careers 

wanted to return to work, but many 

found it extremely difficult. Almost no 

women in the study wished to return 

to work in the companies they had left 

(5% overall and none in the business 

sector)—an indication that employers 

did a poor job of engaging the highly 

skilled women who left. 

There may be many reasons why 

highly skilled women find the move 

back into the workplace discourag-

ing. Penalties to career progression 

for even a short time out of the labor 

force are often significant. Though the 

average period of time spent out of 

the workforce for the women in the 

study was brief—around 2.2 years 

overall and only 1.2 years for women 

in the business sector—the financial 

penalties were severe, with an 18% 

loss of earning power overall and a 

28% loss for women in the business 

sector. The longer the period away 

from the workforce, the greater the 

financial loss, with those out for three 

or more years losing an average of 

37% of their earning power. 

Strategies for retaining 
highly educated female 
employees
Employers are considering strate-

gies such as more reduced-hour 

jobs, greater time flexibility and time 

autonomy during the workday as 

potential ways to improve retention 

of highly educated female employ-

ees. Companies in the business 

service and financial sectors are 

also increasingly starting alumni 

programs designed specifically for 

women returning to work after time 

spent away. Clearly, with so many 

women opting out as a result of caring 

responsibilities, some organizations 

are considering programs to sup-

port caregivers. However, the most 

recent SHRM Benefits Survey Report 

indicates that many employers do 

not offer these types of benefits (see 

Table 4). 

Even though some flexible work-

ing practices, such as job sharing, 

have declined in the past few years, 

the business case for offering these 

	 2001	 2002	 2003	 2004	 2005	 2006

Flextime 59% 64% 55% 57% 56% 57%

Telecommuting on an ad-hoc basisA — — — — — 45%

Compressed workweek  32% 33% 31% 34% 33% 35%

Paid family leaveB 27% 23% 23% 24% 30% 32%

Family leave above required federal FMLA leaveC — — 39% 39% 26% 27%

Eldercare referral service 19% 21% 20% 21% 21% 26%

Telecommuting on a part-time basis — 37% 34% 36% 37% 26%

Family leave above required state FMLA leaveC — — 29% 28% 25% 25%

Lactation program/designated area 16% 19% 18% 21% 19% 23%

Childcare referral service 20% 20% 18% 19% 20% 22%

Bring child to work in emergency 24% 30% 29% 28% 27% 22%

Parental leave above and beyond federal FMLAD — — — — 18% 20%

Parental leave above and beyond state FMLAD — — — — 18% 19%

Telecommuting on a full-time basisA — 23% 17% 19% 19% 19%

Job sharing  26% 24% 22% 17% 19% 18%

Eldercare leave above and beyond federal FMLAD — — — — 11% 14%

Emergency/sick childcare 14% 9% 7% 9% 6% 14%

Eldercare leave above and beyond state FMLAD — — — — 11% 13%

Company-supported childcare center 4% 5% 3% 4% 4% 5%

Emergency eldercare 5% 2% 3% 2% 3% 5%

On-site childcare center 5% 6% 3% 4% 6% 4%

Subsidize cost of eldercareE 1% 3% 2% 2% 1% 3%

A  Prior to 2002, telecommuting was not separated according to full-time or part-time status, and in 2006, telecommuting 
on an ad-hoc basis was added.

B  Prior to 2003, paid family leave was described as paid family leave (FMLA does not require leave to be paid) in 2002 and 
paid family leave (other than FMLA) in 2000 and 2001.

C Prior to 2003, family leave above required FMLA leave was not separated according to federal or state FMLA.
D  In 2002, parental leave above and beyond FMLA and eldercare leave above and beyond FMLA were included in the leave 

benefits category. Prior to 2005, parental leave above and beyond FMLA and eldercare leave above and beyond FMLA 
were not separated according to federal or state FMLA.

E In 2002, subsidized eldercare and paid eldercare were combined to subsidized or paid eldercare.

Note: A dash (—) indicates that this particular benefit was not asked about or was combined with another benefit. 
Source: SHRM 2006 Benefits Survey Report

Table 4 |  Family-Friendly Benefits (by Year)



8
  
| 
 W

or
kp

la
ce

 V
is

io
ns

Workplace Visions explores developments 
in society, economics, science and 

technology, politics and government, 
and the law to stimulate thought and 
discussion on new issues and trends 

affecting the human resource profession. 
Material for the newsletter is gathered 

through contacting experts in the field and 
conducting extensive literature reviews.

Questions and comments  
should be referred to the  

SHRM Research Department.

E-Mail: trends@shrm.org

Internet: www.shrm.org/trends

Author: Jennifer Schramm

Designer: Shirley E.M. Raybuck

Published four times a year by the  
Society for Human Resource Management, 

1800 Duke Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314-3499, USA 

Tel: (800) 283-7476, (703) 548-3440,  
Fax: (703) 535-6432

Copyright 2006.  
Reprints by permission only.

06-0550

types of arrangements could poten-

tially grow stronger in sectors where 

concern about retaining women is 

highest. However, while reduced hours 

or part-time work are often viewed 

as potential solutions, some studies 

have found that women working part 

time are actually less satisfied with 

their domestic arrangements and 

quality of life than those in full-time 

work, so part-time work may not be a 

panacea for the problems of working 

mothers. In addition, some employ-

ment experts argue that relegating 

flexible work benefits solely to working 

mothers may create tension within the 

workforce, especially if such benefits 

are seen as earned through lifestyle 

choices rather than being available 

to all workers regardless of parental 

status or gender. 

This raises the issue of whether 

men’s working patterns will increas-

ingly be shaped by forces similar to 

those that, up to now, have mainly 

shaped women’s careers. Some 

studies indicate that younger men in 

Generations X and Y are much more 

concerned about work/life balance 

than men in previous generations, 

while other research shows that men 

are increasingly becoming primary 

caregivers, particularly in the case 

of eldercare. Behind the differences 

in women’s and men’s labor force 

participation are a number of complex 

social, demographic and economic 

forces. Though some reflect differ-

ences of experience, many involve 

similar issues. If more of these issues 

begin to converge for both genders, 

it could mean that the efforts HR 

professionals and their organizations 

put into holding on to high-performing 

female employees are likely to eventu-

ally pay off in better retention rates for 

both women and men. 
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