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We assess the impact of the welfare state on cross-national
variation in the gender wage gap. Earnings inequality between
men and women is conceptualized as resulting from their
different locations in the class hierarchy, combined with the
severity of wage differentials between and within classes. This
decomposition contributes to identifying the relevant dimensions
of welfare states and testing their impact on women’s relative
earnings. Our empirical analysis is based on income and
occupation-based indicators of class and utilizes microdata
for 17 post-industrial societies. We find systematic differences
between welfare regimes in the components of the gender gap.
The evidence supports our claim that the state molds gender
inequality in labor market attainments by influencing women’s
class positions and regulating class inequality.
In recent decades feminist scholars have drawn attention to the importance
of welfare state policies for women’s economic autonomy. They have
argued that the welfare state powerfully affects the life chances of women
relative to men, as well as ameliorating class inequalities. This insight has
substantially extended the study of gender inequality and the welfare
state, particularly research informed by a comparative perspective.1
However, previous comparative studies have adopted a limited
perspective on both the dependent and independent variables. Gender
inequality has usually been equated with women’s ability to integrate into
paid work. Relatively little research has further investigated the impact of
welfare states on women’s positions within the labor market (i.e., their
occupational attainment and earnings).2 Furthermore, with gender rather
than class at the center of attention, the main focus has been on policies
that mitigate conflicts between motherhood and paid employment,
neglecting the decommodifying effects of the welfare state on workers –
including women. However, insofar as women are more common among
the disadvantaged workforce and men among the advantaged, “worker
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friendly” policies as well as “family friendly” policies are bound to affect
the gender wage gap. Consequently, an integrated view of both welfare
state components provides greater leverage for explaining national
variations in the relative wages of men and women.
The present study offers a new theoretical framework designed to
overcome this lacuna and enhance our understanding of how welfare
states affect gender inequality in the labor market. Learning from the
ZRUNRIIHPLQLVWUHVHDUFKHUVZHVWUHVVWKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIIDPLO\SROLFLHV
for women’s economic gains. However, our approach also borrows from
research in labor economics that has revealed the role of egalitarian wage
structures in improving women’s relative economic position (Blau and
Kahn 1992; Rubery et al. 1997). These two literatures help establish our
claim that welfare states have a double impact on the gender earnings gap,
by affecting class as well as gender inequality.
Our research disaggregates the gender wage gap into class and genderbased components. We then distinguish between three different roles of
the welfare state, our independent variable, and hypothesize how each of
these roles affects each component of the wage gap. To evaluate the empirical plausibility of the predicted outcomes, we compare 17 OECD countries using data from large-scale surveys carried out around the year 2000.
Unpacking the Gender Wage Gap
Cross-country variation in gender wage gaps depends on the extent to
which women have penetrated the upper reaches of the class structure
DQGWKHDGYDQWDJHVWKH\ÀQGWKHUHWRJHWKHUZLWKWKHVHYHULW\RIWKHFODVV
GLYLGH7KHÀUVWRIWKHVHFRPSRQHQWVDSSHDUVLQGLUHFWO\LQWKHVRFLRORJLFDO
literature under the rubrics of sex segregation and the glass ceiling.
Indeed, occupational sex segregation and the exclusion of women from
the most highly-paid jobs have long been viewed by sociologists as the
core determinants of the gender wage gap (England 1992; Petersen and
Morgan 1995; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993). The importance of class inequality
for gender inequality has been recognized in some comparative research,
primarily by economists and political scientists (however, see Rosenfeld
and Kalleberg 1990). These studies have showcased the effects of politicaleconomy variables – particularly wage-bargaining systems – arguing that
earnings differentials of all kinds narrow when labor enjoys substantial
political and institutional power and wage determination is centralized
(Pontusson, Rueda and Way 1999; Rowthorn 1992; Rubery et al. 1997;
:DOOHUVWHLQ:KLWHKRXVH $VHULHVRIKLJKSURÀOHVWXGLHVE\
Blau and Kahn (1992, 1996, 2003) demonstrate the equalizing effect of
egalitarian wage distributions on the gender wage gap. They show that
because women everywhere are over-represented in low-paying jobs and
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PHQLQKLJKSD\LQJMREVQDWLRQDOJHQGHUJDSVGHSHQGVLJQLÀFDQWO\RQWKH
extent of class inequality – the distance between the top and bottom of
the “wage structure.”
Some sociological research has built on Blau and Kahn’s insight. Mandel
and Semyonov (2005) marshaled evidence for 20 countries showing the
importance of controlling for inequality in the wage structure in order to
explain the effects of family policies and social service employment on the
gender wage gap. Gornick (1999:231) had previously shown that the main
source of women’s disadvantage in Canada and the United States is the
“length of the earnings ‘ladder,’” whereas in Germany and the Netherlands
the more acute problem is women’s low placement on that ladder relative
WRPHQ,QRXUWHUPLQRORJ\WKHOHQJWKRIWKHHDUQLQJVODGGHULVUHGHÀQHG
as the extent of class inequality, while the differential location of men
and women on that ladder is understood as their unequal representation
across classes. One advantage of this conceptualization is that it points to
a third and potentially crucial component of national gender wage gaps:
differences in earnings between men and women located within the same
class, which we will refer to as the severity of intra-class gender inequality.
This third component is well illustrated by the idea of a glass ceiling,
which refers not to women’s under-representation in management but their
exclusion from the most lucrative and powerful positions within this class
(Cotter et al. 2001; U.S. Federal Glass Ceiling Commission 1995). Studies
of occupational sex segregation have also demonstrated the importance
of intra-class inequality, for example by showing that women’s entry into
male occupations (desegregation) has not necessarily reduced gender
ZDJH LQHTXDOLW\ 5HVNLQ DQG 5RRV   7KH ÀQGLQJV RI VHJUHJDWLRQ
researchers suggest that most gender pay inequality within classes
results from the fact that workers of the two sexes are unequally spread
DFURVVLQGXVWULHVVHFWRUVÀUPVRUGHSDUWPHQWVZLWKLQÀUPVZLWKGLIIHUHQW
pay standards (Petersen and Morgan 1995). Intra-class inequality may
DOVREHFDXVHGE\GLUHFWÀUPOHYHOGLVFULPLQDWLRQDJDLQVWZRPHQZRUNHUV
typically under the cover of different job titles (Bielby and Baron 1986).
Because it is reasonable to assume that these underlying determinants
vary across countries, differing patterns of intra-class inequality should
account for an important part of the cross-country variance in gender gaps.
From our perspective, the gender wage gap is jointly generated by
men’s and women’s unequal representation in the class hierarchy and
the extent of inequality between and within classes. It follows that the
same aggregate pay gap can be a product of diverse combinations of
these three underlying components. This insight follows directly from
our theoretical preference to conceptualize gender inequality in relation
to the class structure. By drawing on familiar concepts and insights from
WKHVWXG\RIFODVVVWUDWLÀFDWLRQZHEHOLHYHLWLVSRVVLEOHWRHQULFKWKH
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VWXG\RIJHQGHUVWUDWLÀFDWLRQ&RQFHSWXDOL]LQJZRPHQDQGPHQDVEHLQJ
differentially situated in the class structure makes it possible to break
down gender wage differentials into components that are theoretically
meaningful, and to avoid the puzzling empirical results that arise when
contextual variables are linked to aggregate measures of the pay gap.
Welfare State Regimes
The analytical payoff of an integrated class/gender approach is particularly
VLJQLÀFDQWZKHQVWXG\LQJWKHLPSDFWRIVWDWHVRQLQHTXDOLW\)URPWKH
dominant sociological perspective on welfare states, which we embrace,
FODVVDQGJHQGHUVWUDWLÀFDWLRQDUHWKHWZLQWDUJHWVRIZHOIDUHVWDWHLQWHUYHQWLRQ,Q(VSLQJ$QGHUVHQ·V  LQÁXHQWLDOIRUPXODWLRQZHOIDUHVWDWHV
DGGUHVVWKHÀUVWW\SHRILQHTXDOLW\E\GHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQDQGWKHVHFRQG
by defamilialization. The former is achieved by unconditional entitlements
to income replacement and public services, the latter by care services that
facilitate reconciliation of women’s paid and unpaid work. In addition, when
welfare states decommodify health and education services, or defamilialize
child and elder care, they create jobs that “become a vehicle for the absorption of new, especially female, labor-force entrants.” (Esping-Andersen
 7KHZHOIDUHVWDWHDVHPSOR\HULQÁXHQFHVERWKJHQGHUDQGFODVV
VWUDWLÀFDWLRQDQGWKXVMRLQVGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQDQGGHIDPLOLDOL]DWLRQWR
form a triad that will help organize our theoretical expectations. We argue
WKDWDOOWKUHHUROHVRIWKHZHOIDUHVWDWHSRZHUIXOO\LQÁXHQFHQDWLRQDOJHQGHU
wage gaps, although their effects are not necessarily consistent.
The connection between the three central roles of the welfare state identiÀHGDERYHDQG(VSLQJ$QGHUVHQ·VWKUHHZHOIDUHVWDWHUHJLPHVLVZHOONQRZQ
Scandinavian social democracy is associated with patterns of intervention
that exemplify all three roles: the state substitutes for functions otherwise
performed by markets or families and it does so with a distinct emphasis on
service provision (as opposed to income maintenance), which turns it into a
massive employer. The liberal regime, represented by the English-speaking
countries, is the mirror image of the social-democratic regime. Stressing the
primacy of the market in providing social and family services, this regime
minimizes all three types of intervention.
The conservative welfare regime, found in the late-blooming democracies
DQG&DWKROLFLQÁXHQFHGVRFLHWLHVRIFRQWLQHQWDO(XURSHLVDK\EULGFDVH
with considerable internal variation. Income maintenance may be generous,
yet eligibility rules are less uniform than in Scandinavia due to program
fragmentation, which Esping-Andersen describes as status-preserving
rather than solidaristic. Defamilialization, on the other hand, is limited in
conservative welfare states by a preference for familial responsibility.3 The
preservation of traditional family structures is often an explicit or implicit
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Table 1: Core Differences between Welfare State Regimes

Welfare State Regimes
Social-Democratic
Liberal
Conservative

Roles of the Welfare State
Welfare State
Decommodification Defamilialization as Employer
High
High
Large
Low
Low
Small
Medium
Low/Medium
Small

goal, especially in Southern Europe where “pro-familial” policies (e.g., tax
DQGHPSOR\HUEHQHÀWVWKDWIDYRUPDOHEUHDGZLQQHUV KDYHORQJEHHQWKH
norm. Consequently public social services are deliberately undeveloped,
resulting in limited public employment but without fostering the growth
of the liberal model’s market-based alternatives. Table 1 summarizes the
combination of welfare state roles that characterizes each regime.
How Welfare States Affect Gender Pay Gaps
To complete the theoretical picture, we propose hypotheses that relate the
WKUHHUROHVRIWKHZHOIDUHVWDWH GHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQGHIDPLOLDOL]DWLRQDQG
the welfare state as employer) to the three components of national gender
pay gaps (class inequality, gender-unequal representation across classes
and intraclass gender inequality). Potential inconsistencies between
the effects of different dimensions explain why welfare regimes have
complicated and often unexpected consequences for wage differentials
between men and women.
Decommodification
7KHZHOIDUHVWDWHGHFRPPRGLÀHVODERULQVRIDUDVLWVXEVWLWXWHVIRUZDJHV
either directly by means of income transfers or indirectly by providing
free or subsidized goods and services. Social insurance against sickness
DQGXQHPSOR\PHQWRWKHUFDVKEHQHÀWVIRRGVWDPSVSXEOLFKRXVLQJ
and free education and health services are all substitutes for earnings.
7KHNH\HIIHFWRIGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQRQZKLFKERWKVRFLDOLVWDGYRFDWHV
and market-minded critics agree, is that it increases workers’ reservation
wage, the minimum compensation that makes it worth their while to
accept paid employment. Other things being equal, the implication of a
KLJKHUZDJHÁRRULVUHGXFHGFODVVLQHTXDOLW\,QDGGLWLRQDKLJKOHYHORI
GHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQLQFRQMXQFWLRQZLWKODERUPDUNHWUHJXODWLRQE\WKH
VWDWHDQGWKURXJKFROOHFWLYHEDUJDLQLQJWHQGVWRVWLÁHWKHJURZWKRIORZ
wage jobs in the private service sector (Iversen 2005; Scharpf 2001). This
sectoral dynamic also has the effect of lowering class inequality. Finally,
a decommodifying welfare state reduces intra-class inequality, since in
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the absence of uniform social rights, part-time and intermittent workers
are more vulnerable to wage discrimination. Each one of these effects
VKRXOGSRZHUIXOO\LQÁXHQFHWKHJHQGHUZDJHJDSEHFDXVHZRUNHUVLQWKH
overlapping categories of low-wage, service and part-time employment
are disproportionately female.
Defamilialization
In Esping-Andersen’s original formulation, defamilialization refers to the
state taking responsibility for care work that would otherwise fall primarily
on wives and mothers, thereby freeing them to take paid employment.
Here we expand the term to include all types of state support for working
PRWKHUVLQFOXGLQJHPSOR\PHQWUHODWHGEHQHÀWVVXFKDVSDLGPDWHUQLW\
leave, favorable tax treatment, reduced working hours and the right to
time off to care for sick children (Gauthier 1996; Gornick and Meyers 2003).
(PSOR\PHQWUHODWHGEHQHÀWVIRUPRWKHUVVHHNWRUHFRQFLOHWKHGHPDQGV
of work and family rather than to liberate women from responsibility
for family obligations (Misra and Moller 2005). Nevertheless, recent
comparative studies by Mandel and Semyonov (2005, 2006) show that,
LQ SUDFWLFH SXEOLF FDUH VHUYLFHV DQG ZRUNUHODWHG EHQHÀWV WHQG WR EH
packaged together into an integrated bundle of policies. What is critical
for our purposes is their demonstration that the more this “bundle” is
developed, the lower women’s occupational and earnings attainments.
Mandel and Semyonov build on an earlier literature, which argued that
women’s eligibility for social rights that are rarely used by men lowers their
commitment to careers and increases the motivation of private employers
to practice statistical discrimination against women.
On the surface, the perverse effects of family-friendly reconciliation
policies on women’s jobs and earnings are relevant only to job-related
EHQHÀWV0RVWHYLGHQWLVWKHFDVHRIOHQJWK\PDWHUQLW\OHDYHVZKLFK
interrupt women’s employment continuity and signal risk to employers
(Ruhm 1998; Misra, Moller and Budig 2007; Morgan and Zippel 2003;
Pettit and Hook 2005). Public care services, in contrast, facilitate rather
than undermine women’s availability for work, and are therefore not
expected to jeopardize their attainments (Estevez-Abe 2005). However,
in addition to liberating women from domestic responsibilities, extensive
public care has second-order consequences which mirror the negative
HIIHFWVRIMREUHODWHGEHQHÀWVRQZRPHQ·VODERUPDUNHWDWWDLQPHQWV7KH
Scandinavian experience teaches us that state responsibility for care
increases female labor market activity not only by freeing women from
household responsibilities, but also by offering them jobs in an enlarged
and highly feminized service sector (see Hernes 1987 and the next section).
Defamilialized public care therefore contributes to the concentration of
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women in feminized service jobs, lowering their representation in betterpaid, male-dominated positions. This tendency is reinforced by the
unselective entry of women into the labor force stimulated by reconciliation
policies that provide public care and convenient employment conditions.
The reason is that if mothers with relatively meager endowments of human
capital and weak career motivation are drawn into paid work, they can be
expected to achieve limited wage and occupational attainments. Thus,
while it appears that individual components of the family policy package
may contribute to women’s attainments, they also have shared effects that
cannot be detached from one another, either theoretically or empirically.
The Welfare State as Employer
Ever since Rein’s pioneering work on the “social welfare labor market,” the
welfare state’s function as an employer and its gendered implications have
become part and parcel of comparative research (Rein 1985a; Kolberg
and Esping-Andersen 1993). There has been some debate over just how
EHQHÀFLDOWKHVHMREVDUHIRUZRPHQ +HUQHV.ROEHUJ0H\HU
1994). A seven-country study conducted by Gornick and Jacobs (1998)
concluded that both the skill mix and the pay policies which typify the
public sector enhance women’s pay relative to men. However, the same
study also found that the overrepresentation of women in the exceptionally
large Swedish public sector contributed to widening the gender wage gap.
$WWHPSWLQJWRUHFRQFLOHWKHVHVHHPLQJO\FRQWUDGLFWRU\ÀQGLQJVRSHQV
a window onto the complexities of how the welfare state as employer
affects gender wage inequality.
The two claimed advantages of state-provided social services for the
relative wages of female employees are both plausible. Extensive provision
of education, health and care services by the public sector probably offers
women more professional and semi-professional jobs than are available
where private enterprise dominates the service sector (Kolberg and EspingAndersen 1993). It is also true that because governments are large, lawabiding and politically sensitive employers, wages are typically negotiated
with unions in a centralized fashion and administered bureaucratically
(Kearney and Carnevale 2001). Consequently, the public sector tends
to refrain from paying very low wages or directly discriminating against
women (Robson et al. 1999).
However, more compressed wage differentials also imply lower earnings ceilings for those who work in the upper reaches.4 Where the public
sector is very large, as in Sweden, it employs most of the women who
work in high-level occupational class positions (managerial and professional). Whether due to their own preferences or the absence of other
RSSRUWXQLWLHVZRPHQDUHDWWUDFWHGWRWKHVKRUWHUDQGPRUHÁH[LEOHKRXUV

Components of
Roles of the Welfare State
Welfare State Regimes
the Gender
Welfare State
SocialEarnings Gap
as Employer
Democratic
Liberal
Conservative
Decommodification Defamilialization
Inequality
Reduces1
—
Reduces5a
Least
Most
Least /
between classes
Medium
Unequal class
? 3, 6
Most
Medium
Least
—
Increases3, 4a
representation of
men and women
Intra-class gender
Reduces2
Increases4b
? 5b, 7
?
?
?
inequality
Notes:
1. Public provision of income and services raises the reservation wage and discourages
creation of low-wage service jobs.
2. Extension of social rights to “secondary” workers makes for greater wage uniformity.
3. Women workers are less selective and less motivated to compete for lucrative positions.
4. Statistical discrimination as a result of mothers’ entitlements excludes women from
powerful positions (4a) or lowers their earnings (4b).
5. Unionization and centralized wage-fixing in the public sector compress the gap between the top and bottom of the class
structure (5a) but widen sectoral inequality in higher classes (5b).
6. Mixed effects of a large social welfare sector on the skill level of jobs.
7. Bureaucratization and political sensitivity in the public sector encourage wage uniformity.

Table 2: Welfare State Effects on Gender Earnings Inequality
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found in the public sector, as well as its more reliable implementation of
mothers’ employment rights. In this manner the public sector’s friendliness
to mothers has the same perverse consequences as work/family reconciliation policies. It attracts women by offering them jobs in education and care
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work that are not highly paid, but are female-typed and better adjusted to
women’s domestic obligations (Hansen 1995; Rein 1985b). Unaffected by
VLPLODUFRQVLGHUDWLRQVPHQÁRFNWRWKHEHWWHUSD\LQJKHLJKWVRIWKHSULYDWH
sector (Hansen 1997; see also Rice 1999). As a result, we hypothesize that
in restraining class inequality, the public sector has an ambiguous effect on
JHQGHUZDJHLQHTXDOLW\,WVUHODWLYHO\KLJKZDJHÁRRUQDUURZVJHQGHUGLIIHUentials at the low end of the class structure while its restricted wage ceiling
widens them at the top. The two-sided impact of the welfare state as an
employer on women’s representation and intra-class inequality leaves us
ZLWKQRVSHFLÀFSUHGLFWLRQ
Table 2 offers a synopsis of our propositions by cross-tabulating the three
roles of welfare states with the three components of the gender pay gap.
7KHOHIWKDQGSDQHOLQGLFDWHVKRZWKHIRUPHUDUHH[SHFWHGWRLQÁXHQFHWKH
latter. On the basis of these expected effects, the right-hand panel ranks
welfare regimes on each component of gender earnings inequality. The preGLFWLRQVRQWKHOHIWZLOOQRZEHIDPLOLDUGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQGHFUHDVHVERWK
within and between-class inequality; defamilialization increases unequal
gender representation between and within classes; and the welfare state
DVHPSOR\HUKDVVLPLODUHIIHFWVWRGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQEXWDPL[HGHIIHFW
on the class representation of men and women and intra-class inequality.
Turning to the regime analysis on the right of Table 2, social democracy, in
which all three roles of the welfare state are highly developed, is expected to
simultaneously increase gender inequality in class representation while reducing class inequality. The liberal regime, with welfare state characteristics
WKDWDUHWKHREYHUVHRIVRFLDOGHPRFUDF\VKRXOGH[KLELWWKHRSSRVLWHSURÀOH
high class inequality and comparatively equal class representation. Finally,
an intermediate level of class inequality is expected under the conservative
UHJLPHEHFDXVHRILWVPHGLXPOHYHORIGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ7KHFRQVHUYDWLYHFRPELQDWLRQRISURIDPLOLDOSROLFLHVDQGPRGHUDWHGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ
discourages many women from entering the labor force at all. However,
with moderate levels of defamilializing policies and a comparatively small
social service sector, working women in conservative welfare states (as in
liberal ones) should not suffer negative effects on their class representation.
Indeed, following the argument that selective women’s employment results
in a higher-quality and more motivated female labor force, these women
may be the most successful in gaining access to highly paid “men’s jobs.”
Lastly, our hypotheses for intra-class gender inequality predict that different
welfare state roles push intra-class inequality in different directions. Which
of these roles dominates the pattern of outcomes across regimes is therefore an empirical question.
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Data and Methods
Data Sources
Our empirical analyses encompass 17 advanced societies previously
investigated by Esping-Andersen and other comparative welfare state
researchers.5 The main data source is the Luxembourg Income Study, a
repository of microdata from large-scale surveys of household income
and employment that have been harmonized to facilitate cross-national
comparison.6 In six countries we substituted superior national sources
for LIS datasets. Appendix 1 (available upon request from the authors)
provides details of countries, years and datasets. Focusing on wageearners in the 25-55 age group and other restrictions led to effective
sample sizes ranging from a low of 1,500-3,500 in the smaller European
countries to a high of tens of thousands in North America.7
The Measurement of Earnings
Our preferred income measure is hourly earnings from paid employment,
before taxes and transfers, as reported by survey respondents.8 There are
FRQÁLFWLQJFRQVLGHUDWLRQVUHJDUGLQJWKHVWDQGDUGL]DWLRQRIHDUQLQJVE\
hours worked. On the one hand, to the extent that social norms mandate
an unequal division of household responsibilities, controlling for working
hours masks a major component of gender income inequality. Moreover,
EHFDXVHVRPHZHOIDUHVWDWHVLQÁXHQFHZRPHQ·VKRXUVRIZRUNWKURXJK
special privileges for working mothers, comparing hourly wages is liable to
understate the impact of state intervention. On the other hand, given the
wide variation in rates of female part-time work across countries, national
gender gaps in monthly or yearly earnings may be as much a product of
gender differences in working hours as an indicator of pay rates.9 Under
these circumstances, despite the disadvantages we concluded that it is
preferable to investigate hourly wages.
Measuring Class
7KHPRVWFRPPRQDSSURDFKHVWRRSHUDWLRQDOO\GHÀQLQJFODVVHVDUHEDVHG
on occupational groups. These aggregations are consistent with a broadlyshared theoretical construct of classes as socially bounded categories
that encapsulate systematic differences in material life-chances (cf., the
diverse approaches in the collection edited by Wright 2005). However,
identifying occupational classes poses demanding data requirements
– either unusually detailed information on occupation and employment
status, or special-purpose surveys (the classic examples are, respectively,
Goldthorpe and Erikson 1992; Wright 1997). Because the occupational
coding schemes utilized in LIS datasets are nationally idiosyncratic, carrying
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out a comprehensive and reliable study of class effects requires utilizing
“income classes” – in the present case, quintiles of hourly earnings.10
Due to their computational properties, earnings quintiles have both
strengths and limitations for our purposes. Their advantage is in furnishing
a scale that is perfectly comparable across countries. However, utilizing
income categories as a proxy for class differences does not permit
PHDVXUHPHQWRILQWUDFODVVLQHTXDOLW\WKHYHU\GHÀQLWLRQRIZDJHTXLQWLOHV
guarantees that there will be few if any gender differences within them.
Fortunately, we were able to measure cross-country variation in the
intra-class gender gap by constructing harmonized categories for two
occupational classes. The managerial and “menial services” classes
represent the top and bottom of contemporary class structures and also
capture diversity in the extent of feminization.
Methodological Approach
To develop and test hypotheses predicting systematic differences in
outcomes across welfare regimes, we perform a regime-level analysis
EDVHGRQ(VSLQJ$QGHUVHQ·VLGHDOW\SHV7KHÀUVWVWHSLQRXUDQDO\VLVZLOO
EHWRFRQÀUPWKDWDV(VSLQJ$QGHUVHQVXJJHVWVWKHWKUHHUROHVRIWKH
welfare state which we expect to affect gender inequality indeed hang
together within distinct “families of nations.” (Castles 1993) Subsequently
we will test how far cross-country variation in outcomes actually clusters
DVH[SHFWHGLQDFFRUGDQFHZLWKZHOIDUHVWDWHFRQÀJXUDWLRQV
$WÀUVWVLJKWWKLVDQDO\WLFDOVWUDWHJ\PD\DSSHDUOLPLWHGE\LWVLQDELOLW\
to distinguish between the effects of the individual policies that underpin
different welfare regimes, as would be mandated by the standard variableoriented approach to comparative analysis. However, because regimes are
properly understood as blending multiple attributes into distinctive policy
packages, their effects are best analyzed by following the case-oriented
approach (Esping-Andersen 1993b; Ragin 1987; Shalev 2007). Given that
welfare regimes are ideal types, one of the advantages of analyzing named
country cases is that each case can be usefully understood as a better
or worse empirical approximation of conceptual categories. While some
countries may closely represent the ideal type, others straddle more than
one regime or exhibit inconsistent combinations of policy. Such hybrid or
GHYLDQWFDVHVFRQWULEXWHWRWHVWLQJWKHÀWEHWZHHQZHOIDUHUHJLPHVDQG
their presumed outcomes.
A potential limitation of conducting a regime-level analysis is the risk of
mistakenly attributing outcomes to differences between welfare states
that are actually due, in whole or in part, to some other element of the
broader institutional context. For example, it is likely that the relative class
equality found under the social-democratic welfare regime is due to the
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HIIHFW RI FRRUGLQDWHG ZDJH EDUJDLQLQJ DV ZHOO DV GHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ
HJ:DOOHUVWHLQ :KLOHGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQLVWKHFDXVDOYDULDEOH
of interest in the present study, its impact may therefore be overestimated.
However, given the limited number of country cases available for analysis,
DQGWKHHOHFWLYHDIÀQLWLHVWKDWOLQNGLIIHUHQWIHDWXUHVRISROLWLFDOHFRQRPLF
regimes, cross-sectional comparative studies of all varieties cannot avoid
the risk of overstating the evidence for the effects of discrete causal
mechanisms. From our methodological perspective, the most promising
ZD\RIRYHUFRPLQJWKLVGLIÀFXOW\ZRXOGEHWRFRPSOHPHQWUHODWLYHO\ODUJHQ
investigations like this one with targeted historical and comparative case
studies (cf., Rueschemeyer and Stephens 1997).
$QH[FHSWLRQWRWKHGLIÀFXOW\RILVRODWLQJVSHFLÀFFDXVDOPHFKDQLVPV
is the role of selective female labor force participation. Selectivity is
VWURQJO\LQÁXHQFHGE\WKHUROHRIWKHVWDWHLQZRUNIDPLO\UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ
Indeed, comparative research has shown that welfare state variation is
the most important determinant of women’s activity rates (Daly 2000),
which is consistent with our hypothesis that one way in which welfare
regimes shape the unequal class representation of women is through
WKHLULQÁXHQFHRQVHOHFWLYLW\7RWKHH[WHQWWKDWWKHIHPDOHZRUNIRUFHLV
self-selected, data on wage attainments understate the full extent of the
gender gap, because those women who work are likely to have superior
earnings potential to those who do not (Heckman 1980). Because this bias
is expected to vary across countries this could be a crucial issue for us.
To estimate the degree to which unequal representation is mediated by
selectivity, we simulate how women’s relative representation in income
classes would change if their propensity to enter the labor market was
identical across countries in relation to the principal drivers of female
selectivity – motherhood and level of education.
Findings
Authenticating Welfare Regimes
Our theoretical analysis rests on Esping-Andersen’s suggestion that
GHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQGHIDPLOLDOL]DWLRQDQGWKHZHOIDUHVWDWHDVHPSOR\HU
are the central attributes of welfare regimes. In order to validate the
existence of distinct worlds of welfare, Chart 1 simultaneously plots these
three regime attributes for 17 countries. An independent and updated
PHDVXUHRIGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ 6FUXJJVDQG$OODQ LVVKRZQRQWKH
X-axis, an index of defamilialization on the Y-axis, and the scope of social
service employment is represented by bubbles of varying size.11
Countries indeed cluster as expected into three distinct groups. The
liberal and social-democratic regimes, located in the bottom-left and topright corners of the chart respectively, are polar opposites on all three of our
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Chart 1. Three Welfare State Dimensions
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measures. (The single exception is the size of the public welfare sector in
WKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPZKLFKLVDPSOLÀHGE\LWV1DWLRQDO+HDOWK6HUYLFH 2XU
indicator of defamilialization cleanly differentiates the conservative welfare
UHJLPH7KHUHVXOWVFRQÀUP(VSLQJ$QGHUVHQ·V  REVHUYDWLRQWKDW
the difference between the conservative and social-democratic worlds of
welfare “lies not so much in their decommodifying income-maintenance
guarantees as in their approach to services and sponsoring women’s careers.” The two exceptions to the close similarity of our results to Esping$QGHUVHQ·VFODVVLÀFDWLRQDUH6ZLW]HUODQGZKLFKLVFOHDUO\OLEHUDORQRXU
indicators, and Ireland, which is positioned just outside the liberal cluster.12
Expert sources indicate that in Catholic Ireland the state has played a classically conservative role in relation to gender and the family (Adshead and
Millar 2004), suggesting that it is best understood as a mixed case.13
If child care and maternity leave – our two indicators of defamilialization
– are considered separately the quantitative picture remains unchanged,
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as they are closely associated.14 With the partial exception of Norway, the
Scandinavian countries have by far the most extensive daycare services and
the most generous maternity leave, while the liberal nations are lowest on
both dimensions. The distinctive feature of the Continental states (with the
well-known exceptions of France and Belgium), is that they offer more generous maternity leave than childcare. Moreover, as is evident from details
such as the ages for which public daycare is available and its hours of operation, the very meaning of these state interventions is different in the conservative context. This reminds us that while shorthand indicators such as the
measure of defamilialization used in Chart 1 have heuristic value, in reality
SROLFLHVFRPHWRJHWKHULQFRQÀJXUDWLRQVWKDW´UHÁHFWSDUWLFXODUJHQGHUHG
understandings of women’s roles.” (Misra, Moller and Budig 2007:806)
Empirical Decomposition of the Gender Gap
We start by presenting, in Chart 2, cross-country variation in the gender gap
as conventionally measured – the percentage point difference between the
average wages of men and women. There is substantial diversity among
countries, from a gap of less than 5 percent in Italy to almost 25 percent in
the United States and United Kingdom. The fact that this variation is only
modestly consistent with the regime typology accords with our assumption that wage differentials between the average man and woman conceal
substantial differences in the causes of gender-based earnings inequality
DFURVVZHOIDUHUHJLPHV:HH[SHFWWRÀQGDPRUHFRQVLVWHQWSLFWXUHZKHQ
decomposing overall gender gaps into their three components.
Chart 3 describes the class representation of women in 17 countries.
It compares the proportion of working women located at the poles of
their country’s earning distribution. The top and bottom quintiles are
represented by black and gray lines respectively. A value of 20 percent in
any quintile would imply equal gender representation.15 Not surprisingly,
in every country women are over-represented at the bottom and underrepresented at the top. But the patterning of these two imbalances is
quite different. Women’s under-representation in the highest income
FODVVÀWVWKHZHOIDUHVWDWHW\SRORJ\DOPRVWSHUIHFWO\7KHOLEHUDOFRXQWULHV
accompanied by Germany and Austria, are sandwiched in the middle
of the distribution. They lie between the conservative countries, where
ZRPHQFRPHFORVHVWWRRFFXS\LQJDSURSRUWLRQDWHVKDUHRIWKHWRSÀIWK
of wage-earners, and Scandinavia where they are least represented.
In contrast to Chart 2, the Nordic countries are now closely aligned and
their standing is worse than the liberal states, not better. Our data indicate
that in these countries only about 10 percent of female workers belong to
the highest earnings quintile compared to about 30 percent of males. The
poor performance of the social democracies in this respect is consistent
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Chart 2. National Gender Wage Gaps
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with other research (e.g., Datta Gupta, Oaxaca and Smith 2006), and
with our expectation that the combination of defamilialization and a large
public sector would depress women’s penetration of the most lucrative
MREV$OVRFRQÀUPHGLVRXUDVVXPSWLRQWKDWLQFRQVHUYDWLYHFRXQWULHV
especially the familistic southern European states, women would be more
equally represented due to a relatively selective female labor force that is
under strong pressure to adopt the male model of commitment to work.
The favorability of women’s representation in the top quintile in Ireland
suggests that in relation to gender inequality in the labor market, Ireland
indeed belongs to the conservative regime.
The intermediate position of the liberal countries in Chart 3 is also consistent with our regime-level hypotheses. However, the result for the United
States understates the success of American women in entering high-level
occupational positions, notably in management (Wright, Baxter and Birkelund 1995; Mandel and Semyonov 2006). The reason is that this measure
is not sensitive to the extent of intra-class gender inequality. Subsequent
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Chart 3. Women’s Representation by Quintile
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Notes: The X axis shows the proportion of women with earnings in the relevant
quintile. The 20% line indicates gender equality in representation.

analysis will show that the moderate representation of American women
in the highest income quintile, despite their impressive penetration of manDJHPHQWUHÁHFWVWKHVHYHULW\RIWKHJHQGHUJDSamong managers.16
Chart 4 juxtaposes the representational element of gender income inequality and its second component, inequality between classes. The horizontal axis measures class inequality by the ratio of the median wage received by all workers (men and women) in the top and bottom quintiles. In
more familiar terms, this is the “90/10 ratio” between earnings at the 90th
and 10th percentiles. Inequality of representation appears on the vertical
axis of Chart 4, using a composite measure of the relative risk of women
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Chart 4. Decomposition of the Gender Wage Gap
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being in the bottom rather than the top earnings quintile. In effect, for each
country we calculate the ratio of the gray to the black lines shown in Chart
3. The higher the result, the stronger is the tendency for women to be
concentrated at the bottom of the wage structure and absent from the top.
For ease of interpretation, Chart 4 is divided into four quadrants bordered
by the median country on each dimension. The upper left quadrant
encompasses countries with high gender inequality in class representation
and low inequality between classes. The exclusive presence of the
6FDQGLQDYLDQFRXQWULHVLQWKLVTXDGUDQWÀWVWKHH[SHFWDWLRQVVXPPDUL]HG
earlier in Table 1. In the extreme case of Sweden, women are two and a
half times more likely to be found at the bottom of the wage structure
than the top. On the other hand, the overall wage gap between the top
and bottom quintiles is modest in Sweden and the other Nordic states (a
ratio of about two to one).
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0RVWFRQVHUYDWLYHFRXQWULHVÀWWKHWKHRUHWLFDOH[SHFWDWLRQRIUHODWLYHO\
low inequality of representation and low- to medium-class inequality.
Austria deviates from this pattern somewhat, while Spain is an extreme
RXWOLHUZKLFKH[KLELWVWKHUHYHUVHRIWKH6FDQGLQDYLDQSURÀOH%HÀWWLQJLWV
hybrid stature, Ireland is positioned on the edge of the conservative cluster.
Theoretically, we predicted that the liberal welfare regime would generate a pattern of high class inequality and medium levels of gender-unequal
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ7KH8QLWHG6WDWHVLVWKHRQO\OLEHUDOFRXQWU\WRFOHDUO\ÀW
WKLVSDWWHUQ2XUÀQGLQJVWKXVXQGHUVFRUHWKHLQWHUQDOGLYHUVLW\RIWKHOLEHUDO
regime noted in earlier studies (Mishra 1994; O’Connor, Orloff and Shaver
1999). The United Kingdom is located alone in the upper right-hand quadrant of Chart 4, where both measures indicate high inequality. Britain’s very
unequal gender representation across classes reaches the levels found in
Scandinavian countries, but it conspicuously lacks their relative equality
between classes. Australia exhibits the opposite features to the United
Kingdom, and Canada is similar to the United States in having medium levels of inequality of representation, while registering much more moderate
class inequality on our measure. Finally, Switzerland is located surprisingly
near the Scandinavian cluster. As Chart 3 revealed, in terms of gender
representation, the Swiss case combines a decidedly liberal level of representation at the top with exceptional crowding of women at the bottom.
Some exceptions from the expected pattern, namely Switzerland
and Austria, are puzzling, but explanations may be suggested for other
GLVFRUGDQW ÀQGLQJV )RU H[DPSOH WKH PRUH PRGHUDWH OHYHO RI FODVV
inequality in both Britain and Canada, in comparison with the United
States, is consistent with their more decommodified labor markets
(Mishra 1994), as shown in Chart 1. In the same vein, the very unequal
levels of gender representation in the United Kingdom may be due, at
least in part, to its comparatively large public service sector compared
to other liberal countries. Australia is predictably distinctive in relation
WRERWKFODVVDQGJHQGHUHTXDOLW\EHFDXVHLWVV\VWHPRIZDJHÀ[LQJE\
MXGLFLDOWULEXQDOVKLVWRULFDOO\JHQHUDWHGDQXQXVXDOO\KLJKZDJHÁRRUDQG
a truncated gender gap (Gregory et al. 1989; Kidd and Shannon 1996).
Finally, Ireland illustrates how we can learn from cases that are mixed
LQWHUPVRIUHJLPHPHPEHUVKLS$VDOUHDG\QRWHGRXUUHVXOWVFRQÀUP
that it shares the conservative approach to women and the family that
paradoxically improves the class representation of those women who
work. Concurrently, however, the basically liberal character of social
protection pulls Ireland in the direction of greater class inequality.
,QJHQHUDOWKHHPSLULFDOÀQGLQJVDUHFRQVLVWHQWZLWKWKHUHJLPHW\SRORJ\
presented in Table 1 and the hypotheses summarized in Table 2. Most
conspicuous is the gathering of all four social-democratic countries as a
united group, both in terms of the three dimensions of welfare regimes
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(Chart 1) and the two dimensions of the gender wage gap (Chart 4). This
close match supports our theoretical suggestion to link high levels of
defamilialization and extensive public employment with unequal gender
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQDQGKLJKOHYHOVRIGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQZLWKOHVVLQHTXDOLW\
between classes. Prior expectations are also borne out by the relative
equality of representation found in nearly all conservative countries, along
with their generally moderate levels of class inequality. Finally, while the
exemplary liberal case, the United States, follows the predicted pattern of
high class inequality and intermediate inequality of class representation, the
RWKHUFRXQWULHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKLVUHJLPHRQO\SDUWO\ÀWRXUH[SHFWDWLRQV
These deviations may be explicable by individual countries’ departures
from ideal-typical liberal characteristics.
The Impact of Selectivity
Policies that promote dual-earner families bring women into the labor
force who would otherwise stay at home caring for their children, whereas
when neither the state nor the market facilitates work/family reconciliation,
highly skilled and highly motivated women are those most likely to enter
the labor market. Accordingly, we have hypothesized that one way in which
GHIDPLOLDOL]DWLRQDIIHFWVZRPHQ·VHDUQLQJVLVE\LQÁXHQFLQJWKHVHOHFWLYLW\
of the female labor force. To evaluate the role of selectivity empirically,
ZHVWDQGDUGL]HRXUVDPSOHVRQWZRYDULDEOHVWKDWXQLYHUVDOO\LQÁXHQFH
women’s decision to work and are available for all countries: whether they
have a preschool child at home and whether they are college-educated.
6SHFLÀFDOO\REVHUYDWLRQVIRUZRUNLQJZRPHQLQHDFKQDWLRQDOGDWDVHW
are weighted so that the probability of being employed, conditional on
each combination of these two variables, is the same as in the average
country. Our expectation is that standardizing all countries to align with the
grand mean should cause women’s class representation to improve in less
selective countries (particularly Scandinavia) and deteriorate in the more
selective conservative countries, thereby weakening but not eliminating
observed differences across regimes.
In general, this expectation is strongly supported. Table 3 compares the
actual levels of women’s representation in the top quintile that were previously reported in Chart 3 with the simulated levels obtained by standardization. The third column shows the percentage difference between the two.
The simulation has the effect of diminishing women’s presence in the top
income class in all conservative countries except France and Germany.
However, in both the liberal and social-democratic countries their represenWDWLRQLQFUHDVHV 1RUZD\LVWKHVROHH[FHSWLRQ $VHFRQGLPSRUWDQWÀQGLQJ
is that counterfactually eliminating selectivity does not dramatically alter
the rank order of countries on the representation measure. Only Ireland and

Female LFPR
(stars denote high
parttime)
58
63
78
65*
73*
73*
76
77*
71*
78
77
78*
76*
86
84
85
84*

Notes: Within regimes, countries are sorted in ascending order by the first column.
Percentage changes after standardizing are calculated from exact rates of representation. Stars denote countries
where the proportion of women working parttime is above the mean.
Source: Data in the last column, for the year 2000, are from the OECD’s Population and Labour Force Statistics.

Conservative Italy
Spain
France
Ireland
Belgium
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Australia
Liberal
Canada
USA
Switzerland
UK
Social
Sweden
Democratic Denmark
Finland
Norway

The Effect of Selectivity on Women's Representation in
the Top Quintile
Unstandardized
Standardized
Change After
Representation
Representation
Standardization
(rank order)
(rank order)
(%)
1
1
-5
2
3
-11
3
2
5
4
10
-9
5
4
-3
6
5
-2
8
13
-6
10
6
8
7
7
1
9
8
5
11
8
9
12
11
7
13
12
6
14
14
6
15
16
9
16
15
12
17
17
-6

Table 3: Selectivity and Women’s Class Representation
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Austria are no longer recognizable as members of their regime cluster.17
It follows that the favorability of women’s class representation in conservative settings is achieved in part by the exclusion from paid work of
women with limited occupational and earning potential. While many stayat-home mothers would take jobs if they were offered the convenient working conditions available in Scandinavia, their absence from the labor market
KDVWKHHIIHFWRILQÁDWLQJWKHDWWDLQPHQWVRIWKRVHZRPHQZKRGRZRUN
Although the tradeoff across regimes between the level of female employ-
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ment and the chances of a working woman occupying a lucrative job slot
LVVXEVWDQWLDOLWVSRZHUWRH[SODLQRXUÀQGLQJVUHJDUGLQJFODVVUHSUHVHQWDWLRQLVQHYHUWKHOHVVTXLWHOLPLWHG7KHÀQDOFROXPQRI7DEOHVKRZVWKDW
by the year 2000, in most of the conservative and all of the liberal countries
the labor force participation rates of prime-age women had converged on
a level of about 75 percent. Contrasting levels of female economic activity
are now found only at the extremes: Italy, Spain and Ireland, Catholic conservative nations with participation rates of 65 percent or less vs. the four
Nordic states with rates of approximately 85 percent. Except for Norway (a
borderline case) none of the latter rely heavily on part-time jobs, which further accentuates their success in mobilizing women into paid employment.
Estimating Counterfactual Effects
The association that we have documented between welfare regimes and
GLVWLQFWLYHFRQÀJXUDWLRQVRIJHQGHUUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDQGFODVVLQHTXDOLW\
leaves unanswered the question of how much each of these two components contributes to a country’s overall level of gender wage inequality. This
section addresses that question, by measuring cross-regime differences in
the relative importance of each component. We carry out simulations that
ask what would happen to international differentials in the gender gap if
all countries took on the characteristics of an extreme case. A full explanation is presented in Appendix 2 (available upon request from the authors).
Tables 4 and 5 reveal the role played by inequality of representation and
class inequality, respectively. Each table compares the actual gender gap
with counterfactuals based on the highest and lowest values of the relHYDQWLQGLFDWRU7KHÀUVWFROXPQLQERWKWDEOHVGLVSOD\VWKHRULJLQDOZDJH
JDSUHÁHFWLQJHDFKFRXQWU\·VDFWXDOOHYHORIERWKFODVVLQHTXDOLW\ ZDJH
differences between quintiles) and class representation (the gender distriEXWLRQDFURVVTXLQWLOHV 7XUQLQJÀUVWWR7DEOHWKHFRXQWHUIDFWXDOHIIHFW
of unequal representation is illustrated by replacing the actual distribution
of men and women across quintiles by the distribution of two extreme
cases – egalitarian Italy (column 2) and inegalitarian Sweden (column 3).
This procedure generates striking changes in the size of gender wage
JDSV,IDOOFRXQWULHVKDGWKH,WDOLDQSURÀOHRIJHQGHUUHSUHVHQWDWLRQWKHLU
wage gaps would decline by an average of more than 60 percent. The
more unbalanced the gender composition of classes, the greater the effect.
Thus in the Scandinavian countries, where inequality of representation is
most pronounced, the gender wage gap would decline by at least three
quarters. When Sweden rather than Italy is used as the benchmark for
the simulation, the trends are reversed. Sweden’s gender representation
would hypothetically increase the average country’s gender gap by 55
percent. In societies with similarly unequal representation (like the other
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Scandinavian countries and the United Kingdom) the difference would be
negligible, whereas it would be dramatic in the context of relatively equal
gender distributions. For example, Italy’s gender wage gap would increase
more than fourfold and Spain’s by a factor of two and a half.
Table 5 provides parallel illustrations of the role of class inequality in shaping gender wage gaps, by estimating counterfactual values under American
and Swedish levels of class inequality. The table vividly demonstrates the opposite contributions of Sweden’s relative equality and America’s pronounced
class inequality to their gender wage gaps. Under U.S. class differentials
the gap would rise by an average of 47 percent, but in Sweden it would
double. In parallel, under Swedish conditions the gender wage gap would
be reduced in all countries, but most strikingly (by half) in the United States.
As we would expect, the magnitude of the simulated changes in both
tables is quite systematically ordered by regimes. Under Italy’s egalitarian
distribution of women between wage quintiles, the gender wage gap
would decline most dramatically in the social-democratic countries. The
effect progressively weakens when moving to the liberal countries and still
more in the conservative ones. The second simulation shows that it is the
OLEHUDOFRXQWULHVFRXSOHGZLWK6SDLQDQG)UDQFHWKDWZRXOGEHQHÀWPRVW
from Sweden’s relatively equal class differentials.
When the two simulations are viewed together, it can be seen that
although the distribution of men and women between classes is the primary
source of cross-national variation in the gender wage gap, differences
in class inequality also have notable effects. Moreover the relative
importance of each component varies across countries. This is evident
when comparing the United Kingdom and the United States, two liberal
countries that share the distinction of having by far the highest aggregate
pay gaps in our study. While in the United Kingdom this results mainly from
women monopolizing the bottom of the class structure and men the top,
in the United States it derives primarily from an exceptionally high levelof-class inequality. An even more striking example is the contrast between
Ireland and Sweden, two countries which have quite similar gender gaps
despite belonging to different welfare regimes. However, whereas the
Irish gap is mainly driven by high levels of class inequality, in Sweden the
principal source of the gap is very low representation of women at the top
of the earnings distribution compared with their high concentration at the
bottom. These inconsistencies reinforce our claim that the two sources
of gender wage inequality measured here must be distinguished in order
to properly understand the impact of welfare regimes.
Evaluating Intra-class Inequality with Occupational Classes
The third component of the gender gap refers to inequality between men
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Denmark
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USA
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Table 4: The Contribution of Unequal Class Representation to the Gender Wage Gap
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and women within the same class. In this section we utilize occupational
class categories to measure intra-class gender inequality independently of
income. For this purpose we have isolated two occupational groups that
are reasonably comparable across countries and illustrate two important
contrasts – between the upper and working classes, and between weakly
and strongly feminized classes. They are, respectively, the managerial
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Table 5: The Contribution of Class Inequality to the Gender Wage Gap
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class and the “menial services class.” The latter comprises service sector
RFFXSDWLRQV WKDW UHTXLUH PRGHVW IRUPDO TXDOLÀFDWLRQV LI DQ\ 7\SLFDO
examples are cleaners, waiters and child-minders.
As in the preceding decomposition of national gender gaps, we break
down gender inequality within classes into two components. Intra-class
representational inequality refers to the extent to which women are
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concentrated in lower-paid positions and excluded from the top. The intraclass wage differential denotes the gap between the highest and lowest
wage tertiles in a given class.18
According to the theoretical predictions presented in Table 2,
decommodification should mitigate intra-class wage differentials,
while defamilialization should heighten gender inequality in intra-class
representation. However, these effects are liable to vary at different
levels of the class structure (represented here by the contrast between
managers and menials). The Scandinavian social democracies suggest
several examples. Wage equality in these countries may be limited to
the working and intermediate classes because their earnings are most
affected by the welfare state and other related factors such as unionization
and the centralization of wage determination. Relatively isolated from
these forces, the managerial class may be an exception to the pattern
of small intra-class wage differentials. Similarly, while the high level of
defamilialization characteristic of the social-democratic regime is expected
to discourage employers from placing women in highly paid positions,
such discrimination should be less severe in lower class positions because
turnover among these workers imposes fewer costs on employers.
The Managerial Class
Chart 5 presents empirical measures of the two components of intra-class
inequality among managers.19 Representational inequality (the vertical axis)
is operationalized by the same type of ratio used in Chart 4, expressing the
degree to which women crowd into low-wage positions and are absent
from high-wage positions. The results show that there is indeed a marked
difference between the liberal and social-democratic countries, with
women’s chances of reaching the most lucrative managerial positions
being substantially less favorable in the latter group.
7KHVHFRQGFRPSRQHQWRILQWUDFODVVJHQGHULQHTXDOLW\WKHFODVVVSHFLÀF
wage differential, is plotted on the horizontal axis of Chart 5 as the ratio between the median wages of managers in the top and bottom tertiles. Here
the distinction between the liberal and social-democratic regimes is less
clearcut, except for the polar cases of Norway and the United States. Intraclass wage differentials in Finland and Sweden are actually very similar to
those in liberal Canada and Australia. Similarly, conservative countries generally display the lowest differentials despite having intermediate scores
RQRYHUDOOZDJHGLVSHUVLRQ7KHVHÀQGLQJVVXSSRUWRXUVXJJHVWLRQWKDW
wage differentials in higher classes may be relatively autonomous from
the forces that shape overall levels of class inequality.
When the two dimensions of intra-class inequality are considered
in tandem, the three worlds of welfare capitalism become visible. The
conservative nations exhibit relatively low levels of both representational
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Chart 5. Two Components of the Gender Gap among Managers
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Notes: The Y axis shows the ratio of percent female in the bottom and top hourly
wage tertiles. The X axis shows the ratio of the median hourly wage in the top and
bottom tertiles. Dotted lines ring countries that cluster in accordance with welfare
state regimes.

inequality and wage differentials among managers. In contrast, Finland and
Sweden are located above the median on both axes of inequality, although
they are most conspicuous in relation to inequality of representation. As we
suggested, the distinction between the private and public sectors is crucial
in this regard (details available upon request from the authors). Women
managers in Scandinavia are exceptionally dependent on the welfare state
as an employer, and particularly in Sweden this dependence exacts a price.20
7KHSUR[LPLW\RI1RUZD\WRWKHFRQVHUYDWLYHFOXVWHURQWKH;D[LVUHÁHFWV
the fact that while the vast majority of female managers are in the public
sector, they pay a lower wage penalty. Norway’s unexpectedly favorable
location on the Y axis may be due to its more selective female workforce.21
7KUHHFRXQWULHVDUHORFDWHGZHOORXWVLGHWKHFOXVWHUVLGHQWLÀHGLQ&KDUW
5. In Switzerland only a tenth of women managers reach the top earnings
tertile, whereas in Ireland and Australia they are almost proportionately
represented.
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The Menial Services Class
Over recent decades menial jobs have multiplied at the low end of the postindustrial economy in sales, care work, cleanup, food and entertainment
(Esping-Andersen 1993a). The size of this class varies from 6 percent of
the workforce in Belgium to 16 percent in Sweden.22 The menial services
class is largest in Scandinavia, where the public sector plays a major role,
and it is always highly feminized (at least 80 percent in all countries except
Australia, Belgium and the United States).23
Chart 6 plots the two dimensions of intra-class inequality for the
menial services class. As before the Y axis measures gender inequality
in access to high versus low-paying jobs, and in this respect the menial
FODVVLVPXFKOHVVVWUDWLÀHGWKDQWKHPDQDJHULDOFODVV,QWKHPHGLDQ
country, the proportion of women menials crowded into the bottom tertile
of wages is only about 20 percent greater than their share of the top
tertile, in comparison to being more than 130 percent greater among
managers. As the vast majority of menial services workers are female and
PDQDJHPHQWLVKRPHWRWKHJODVVFHLOLQJWKLVÀQGLQJLVQRWVXUSULVLQJ
Turning to the intra-class wage differential (X axis), the median is 2.0 in both
the managerial and menial classes. However, this similarity conceals an
important difference. While there is quite a high degree of cross-country
convergence around the median in the managerial differential, this is not
the case for pay gaps in the menial services. National variation in women’s
disadvantage in management is thus primarily due to differences in their
access to high-paying positions, whereas in menial services cross-country
variation in gender inequality is mainly the result of differences in the wage
structure. This implies that the welfare state affects gender inequality
within the managerial class primarily through defamilialization, whereas
LWVPDLQLPSDFWRQWKHPHQLDOFODVVLVYLDGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ
One of the prominent features of Chart 6 is the clustering of the Nordic
countries and Australia in the egalitarian bottom-left corner of the chart.
7KLVÀQGLQJLVH[SHFWHGIRU$XVWUDOLDLQYLHZRILWVV\VWHPRIZDJHGHWHUmination, while in the social democracies it is strongly affected by decomPRGLÀFDWLRQDQGDODUJHSXEOLFVHUYLFHVVHFWRUZKLFKUDLVHWKHZDJHÁRRU
and soften wage differentials. In Norway and Sweden the mass of menial
services workers are simultaneously female and employed in the public secWRUDGGLQJVLJQLÀFDQFHWRWKHWHQGHQF\IRXQGLQPRVWFRXQWULHVIRUZRPHQ
menials who are public employees to enjoy a sectoral bonus (Appendix 3).
7KLVDGYDQWDJHFRQWUDVWVZLWKRXUHDUOLHUÀQGLQJWKDWIHPDOHPDQDJHUVLQ
Scandinavia pay a penalty for their dependence on public sector jobs.
Germany, France and Spain form a second cluster which is made up
of conservative countries that are less egalitarian, especially in relation to
the intra-class wage differential (Belgium is an exception). We interpret
the fact that the wage differential in conservative countries lies between
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Chart 6. Two Components of the Gender Gap among Menials
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6FDQGLQDYLD$XVWUDOLDDQGWKH8QLWHG6WDWHVDVUHÁHFWLQJWKHLQWHUPHGLDWH
OHYHORIGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQLQFRQVHUYDWLYHZHOIDUHVWDWHV
One other noteworthy result of our analysis of the menial services class
LVWKDWWKHIRXUFRXQWULHVIXOO\RUSDUWLDOO\LGHQWLÀHGZLWKWKHOLEHUDOUHJLPH
share the distinction of having by far the highest levels of representational
inequality. The United States is of particular interest because of its
exceptionally high scores on both dimensions of intra-class inequality.
It therefore inverts Swedish conditions by being doubly inegalitarian for
lower-class women; the relatively equal representation of women in liberal
FRXQWULHVPDLQO\EHQHÀWVWKHPRUHDGYDQWDJHG/RZHUFODVVZRPHQRQ
the other hand, suffer from both unfavorable representation and large
overall wage differentials.
Conclusions
Decomposition of the gender gap into its class-based components is
essential for tracing the ways in which welfare states affect the relative
pay of men and women. The severity of the class divide, in conjunction
with the extent to which women penetrate the upper reaches of the class
VWUXFWXUHDQGWKHDGYDQWDJHVWKH\ÀQGWKHUHDUHFULWLFDOVRXUFHVRIFURVV
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country variation in gender wage inequality. In turn, these components
of the wage gap are systematically shaped by the welfare state. Most
strikingly, work-family reconciliation and public-sector expansion in the
social democracies bring mothers into the labor market while inadvertently
obstructing their chances of attaining higher-class positions. But these
same states also favor policies that support class equality by protecting
ZRUNHUV·HFRQRPLFVHFXULW\DQGUDLVLQJWKHZDJHÁRRUZKLFKSDUWLFXODUO\
benefit women. The opposite is the case under the liberal welfare
regime, which refrains from adopting policies that would undermine the
RSSRUWXQLWLHVRIKLJKÁ\LQJZRPHQZKLOHDWWKHVDPHWLPHREOLJLQJOHVV
fortunate women to pay the price of class inequality. In the conservative
regime both types of inequality are minimized, but this is partly achieved
by lower levels of female labor force participation.
7KHVHÀQGLQJVKDYHSURIRXQGLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUERWKSROLF\DQGWKHRU\
For those concerned with gender discrimination and women’s economic
wellbeing, our research exposes two ways in which class differences play a
role that is critical but rarely acknowledged. First, because class inequality
inflates the gender wage gap, feminists should be concerned with
ameliorating class differences as well as with combating discrimination
against women (Cobble 2007; Ruggie 1984). So long as women occupy
inferior class positions to men, it follows that the higher the wage premium
that is enjoyed by the lower classes, the less women as a whole suffer in
terms of inferior earnings and economic dependency on male partners.
However, more class equality is clearly not in the interests of those
women with the potential to break through the glass ceiling, since it would
undermine the value of the prizes which they seek to share with privileged
PHQ +HQFH D VHFRQG LPSOLFDWLRQ RI RXU ÀQGLQJV LV WKDW WKHUH LV QR
unambiguously woman-friendly pattern of state intervention. In fact, the
consequences of any given role of the welfare state vary quite dramatically
for women in different class positions. This point is clearly illustrated by
our analysis of intra-class inequality, which shows that the welfare state
affects gender inequality within higher classes (managers) mainly through
the potential for defamilialization to block women’s attainments. In relation
WRWKHORZHUFODVVHV PHQLDOVHUYLFHZRUNHUV EHFDXVHGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ
compresses wage differentials the state has a potentially equalizing
LQÁXHQFHRQWKHLQWUDFODVVSD\JDS
In contemporary post-industrial societies, imbalances of class
representation in the form of exclusion of women from higher classes
are a less acute policy issue than intra-class inequalities of representation
(Crompton 1999). Despite continuing cross-national variation, with the
decline or disappearance of gender gaps in education and other social and
economic transformations, women everywhere have enjoyed considerable
success in penetrating the managerial and professional classes.24 Our
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ÀQGLQJVLQGLFDWHWKDWWKHPRUHSUHVVLQJSUREOHPQRZLVWKHJODVVFHLOLQJ
– women’s exclusion from the most desirable positions available in the
classes in which they are located. However, this is only one side of intraclass inequality. We have also demonstrated the important role played by
the severity of wage inequality within classes, which determines the size
of the penalty attached to women’s inferior positions.
The analysis presented in this article has significant theoretical
implications for the study of contemporary welfare states and gender
VWUDWLÀFDWLRQ ,W FKDOOHQJHV WKH FRQYHQWLRQ RI WUHDWLQJ ´IDPLO\ SROLF\µ
(gender) and “social policy” (class) as two separate domains of
welfare state research. Esping-Andersen (1999) performed a service to
comparative sociologists by characterizing welfare state variation in terms
RIGHIDPLOLDOL]DWLRQDVZHOODVGHFRPPRGLÀFDWLRQDQGE\VKRZLQJKRZ
welfare regimes vary in relation to both. However, what interested EspingAndersen was not gender inequality but the consequences of the welfare
state for women’s labor force participation and fertility. Walter Korpi (2000)
ZDVWKHÀUVWFRPSDUDWLYHUHVHDUFKHUWRDQDO\]HWKHUROHRIZHOIDUHVWDWHV
LQVWUXFWXULQJERWKFODVVDQGJHQGHUVWUDWLÀFDWLRQ+RZHYHUKLVODQGPDUN
study treated class and gender as two different “faces of inequality,” each
of which is affected by a different component of the welfare state – social
and family policy, respectively. Our study has taken Korpi’s project an
important step further by showing that gender gaps are partly determined
by class inequality, and accordingly that social policy makes a potentially
decisive contribution to easing gender inequality.
2XUZRUNSRLQWVWRWZRUHODWHGWRSLFVIRUIXWXUHUHVHDUFKVHHNLQJWRSURÀW
from a class perspective on gender inequality. The intriguing but sometimes
uneven results yielded by analyzing intra-class inequality in two classes
suggest that it would be fruitful to further investigate variations in gender
economic inequality between classes. As well as incorporating additional
RFFXSDWLRQDOFODVVHVIXWXUHUHVHDUFKZRXOGEHQHÀWIURPODUJHUVDPSOHVDQG
more robustly comparable occupational categories. A second critical issue,
given the existence of class differences in patterns of gender inequality, is
how much, and by what means, welfare states contribute to these variations.
Little prior scholarship exists in either of these two areas. Although feminist
VWXGLHVRIVWUDWLÀFDWLRQKDYHSDLGFRQVLGHUDEOHDWWHQWLRQWRLQWHUVHFWLRQV
between race and gender (Browne and Misra 2003), few have investigated
KRZJHQGHUVWUDWLÀFDWLRQLVFRQWLQJHQWXSRQFODVVSRVLWLRQ FI&OHPHQWDQG
Myles 1994). McCall’s (2001) work on complex inequality is a rare example
of an interactive approach to the role of class and gender (as well as race)
in determining economic inequality. However, McCall’s research compared
geographical subdivisions within one country rather than whole societies.
Turning to welfare state effects, the landmark study of gender, liberalism
and social policy in four English-speaking countries by O’Connor, Orloff and
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Shaver (1999) is one of the few to have pointed out that the consequences
of state interventions for gender inequality vary between women in different
classes. The tasks ahead are to further theorize this conditionality and to
systematically study it across a broad range of classes and societies.
Notes
 2QWKHVLJQLÀFDQFHRIVWDWHLQWHUYHQWLRQIRUZRPHQ·VDXWRQRP\VHH+REVRQ
1990; Orloff 1993; and O’Connor 1996. Seminal contributions to comparative
research on gender inequality and the welfare state have been made by Daly
2000; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Orloff 2002; and Sainsbury 1994.
2. This bias in the existing literature is validated by the comprehensive review
by Gornick (2004) of studies based on Luxembourg Income Study data.
3. France and Belgium are unusual cases that in many respects conform to the
conservative model, but where, for demographic and other local reasons,
activist family policies were adopted (on France, see Pedersen 1993).
4. Findings presented by Gornick and Jacobs (1998:Table 3) for the early 1990s
indicate that in Sweden the top quintile of women workers earned less in
the public than the private sector, whereas in the United States they earned
substantially more.
 :HDUHLQGHEWHGWRWKHPDQ\SHRSOHZKRKHOSHGXVWRÀQGDQGXVHGDWD
Shaun Wilson (Australia), Markus Jantti and Jani Erola (Finland), Walter Mueller
(Germany), Jon Ivar Elstad and Axel West Pedersen (Norway), Erik Bihagen,
Anders Bjorklund, Robert Erikson, Jon Fahlander and Walter Korpi (Sweden),
Boris Wernli (Switzerland), and Janet Gornick and the expert staff at the
Luxembourg Income Study. We gratefully acknowledge permission to use
panel datasets for Australia (HILDA), Germany (SOEP) and Switzerland (SHP).
6. http://www.lisproject.org.
7. The age limits we set are designed to prevent distortions caused by a
substantial proportion of younger or older people being out of the labor
force. Employers and proprietors without employees were excluded because
most of the causal effects evaluated in this research pertain to wage-earners.
The accuracy of self-reported earnings is also less satisfactory among the
self-employed. We also excluded agriculture, employees of the military,
apprentices, and respondents who reported either trivial or seemingly
exaggerated hours of work (less than 8 or more than 90 hours per week).
8. Not all countries conform to this standard. For Austria, Belgium, France, Ireland,
Italy and Spain the LIS database provides after-tax earnings only. This may be a
source of bias since, given progressive taxation, net earnings can be expected
to be more equally distributed. In addition, Norway, Finland and Canada rely
mainly or wholly on register data, which tend to understate income at the
bottom of the distribution (Nordberg, Penttila and Sandstrom 2001).
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9. Across the 17 countries in our study, in the year 2000 the average rate of parttime employment among women varied widely. In Finland, Sweden, Spain
and the United States it was less than 20 percent, whereas in Switzerland,
Australia, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom it exceeded 40 percent.
Source: OECD Population and Labour Force Statistics.
6WDQGDUGL]HGRFFXSDWLRQDOFODVVLÀFDWLRQVDUHDYDLODEOHLQVRPHDOWHUQDWLYH
sources of cross-national data, such as the European and International
Social Surveys, but their sample sizes are too small for a disaggregated
analysis. Note that before constructing income quintiles we eliminated the
top and bottom percentiles of the hourly wage distribution. In our analyses
of occupational classes we followed the LIS recommendation for top and
bottom coding (10 times the median and 1% of the mean, respectively).
11. The Scruggs and Allen measure (for the year 2000) was retrieved from
the project website http://sp.uconn.edu/~scruggs/wp.htm. Welfare state
employment is the percent of the workforce employed in the public welfare
sector (health, education, and welfare), as reported by Mandel and Semyonov
(2005). Reconciliation was scored by factor analysis of two indicators: number
of fully paid weeks of maternity leave and the proportion of infants (0-2)
LQSXEOLFO\IXQGHGGD\FDUH IRUVRXUFHVDQGGHÀQLWLRQVVHH0DQGHODQG
Semyonov 2005: Appendix Table 1).
12. Esping-Andersen characterized Ireland as liberal and Switzerland as
conservative, but his own indicators (1990:tables 2.2 and 3.3) offered
somewhat contradictory evidence and neither country was included in his
empirical analysis of family policy (1999:tables 4A and 4B).
13. Bonoli and Gay-des-Combes (2002) suggest that the Swiss state has also
followed conservative gender policies but this is not apparent in outcomes
such as female participation rates which, unlike in Ireland, have consistently
been relatively high.
14. In our factor analysis the daycare and maternal leave indicators had loadings
of .89 (78% of variance explained).
15. Cross-national differences in female labor force participation could slightly
affect the probability of women vs. men being found in any wage quintile.
To correct for this, female respondents in each country were weighted so
that men and women are equally represented. After the correction, male
distributions are the mirror image of female distributions. In practice, results
with and without the correction are very similar.
16. Based on our analysis of occupational classes, the gender gap among
managers in the United States is 29 percent, the highest of 15 countries.
Findings reported later in the paper indicate that this is primarily due to the
size of wage differentials among American managers.
17. We also implemented the conventional Heckman approach, using two-step
multivariate regressions to compare the effect of gender on wages before
DQG DIWHU FRQWUROOLQJ IRU VHOHFWLYLW\ 7KH ÀQGLQJV DYDLODEOH XSRQ UHTXHVW
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strongly accord with the claim that cross-country differences in the effect of
selectivity parallel welfare regimes.
18. Tertiles are used in preference to quintiles because of small sample sizes in
some countries at this level of disaggregation (Appendix 3).
19. Chart 5 is limited to 14 countries because occupational categories were not
available for Denmark, while the LIS datasets for Austria and Spain yielded subVWDQWLDOO\IHZHUWKDQPDQDJHUV'HWDLOHGGHÀQLWLRQVDQGUHVXOWVIRUERWK
RFFXSDWLRQDOFODVVFDWHJRULHVDUHDYDLODEOHRQUHTXHVW:HKDYHLGHQWLÀHGPDQDJHUVLQDFFRUGDQFHZLWKWKH,QWHUQDWLRQDO6WDQGDUG&ODVVLÀFDWLRQRI2FFXSDWLRQV
VSHFLÀFDOO\0DMRU*URXSZKLFKFRPSULVHV´OHJLVODWRUVVHQLRURIÀFLDOVDQG
PDQDJHUVµ7KHORRVHQHVVRIVRPHFRXQWULHV·GHÀQLWLRQVZDVRIIVHWE\LPSRVLQJ
the requirement that they pass a modest income threshold: the lowest tertile of
annual earnings in each country. Sample sizes, together with indicators of the
public sector effect on managerial wages, are presented in Appendix 3.
20. Appendix 3 indicates that in Sweden the hourly earnings of women in the
managerial class are 10 percentiles lower in the public than the private sector,
compared to a 12 percentile advantage in both Canada and Australia. Findings
for men not reported here show that male managers in Sweden suffer hardly
any public sector disadvantage (2 percentiles). In Australia and Canada they
EHQHÀWIURPVLPLODUSXEOLFVHFWRUERQXVHVWRZRPHQ
21. The relatively strong selectivity of the female work force in Norway, previously
documented in Table 3, probably results from its distinctive combination of a
comparatively limited supply of childcare for infants along with very generous
maternity leave (Gornick, Meyers and Ross 1997; Gornick, Meyers and Ross
1998; Gauthier 1999). Norway is the only country in which our indicators of
child care and maternity leave policies are asymmetrical.
7KHPHQLDOVHUYLFHVFODVVLVLGHQWLÀHGE\,6&2FRGHV
522 and 91, together with educational and income ceilings. We excluded
respondents in the top tertile of their national distribution of annual earnings,
and in some countries also eliminated those with more than a basic highschool education. The proportion excluded by these restrictions varied from
only 3-6 percent in most countries to a high of 14 percent in the United
Kingdom. Occupational data were not available for Denmark and the
categories used in Austria, Canada, Italy and the Netherlands were not close
enough to the ISCO schema to be usable.
23. The United States has the lowest proportion of women in the menial services
class (71%), which may be due to racial inequality in the labor market.
Nonwhite men in the United States constitute 16 percent of all menials, and
their relative likelihood of being found in this class is three times greater than
for white men (although still only half that of nonwhite women).
24. Today, gender imbalance in class composition is most evident in women’s underrepresentation in the blue-collar working class, as compared to the pink-collar
working class in which they are over-represented (Esping-Andersen 1993a). However, this is more of a horizontal difference than a hierarchical one (Charles 2003).
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