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Within the past decade, the proportion of
women in the civilian labor force has risen
dramatically . Women accounted for 43
percent of civilian workers in 1980 an
increase of nearly one-third over the 't 969
level of 33 percent. Indeed, by 1980 more
than one-half of all women over sixteen
years of age were part of the labor force. 1

The growing number of women in the
workforce reflects ongoing and fundamental
changes in the role of women in American
society. Many women have chosen to pursue
fulltime careers; many have moved into the
workforce after their children left home; and
other women have sought to combine the
traditional role of mother and homemaker
with a new role as a second breadwinner in
the increasing number of two-earner fami
lies. Still other women have been pressed
into the workforce by virtue of their status as
h~ads of households in an era in which rising
dIvorce rates have produced an expanding
number of female-headed families.

Although social commentators may de
bate the implications of the changing role of
women as it may affect the future of such
institutions as marriage and family, clearly
the role of woman as worker is well'
established and likely to expand still further.
This News Letter will examine the status of
women in the workforce, giving particular
attention to Virginia. The analysis begins
with an overview of the role of women in the
national workforce and then proceeds to a
consideration of the changing legal environ
ment for working women. The News Letter
then looks in some detail at the employment
patterns of women in Virginia state and local
government. The final section of the article
discusses alternative interpretations of the
Virginia data in light of the national debate

'Compiled by the author from U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau

of Labor Stati tic, Employment and Earnings (August 1981), p.
7; and U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Cen us,

Historical Statislics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970,2
vols. (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1976), 1: 127

28.

about whether or not women still suffer
significant discrimination in the workplace.

WORKING WOMEN: AN OVERVIEW

Although women today have more diverse
career opportunities than in the past, they
still tend to cluster in a more limited range of
occupations than do men. In July 1981,
slightly more than one-third of employed
women over twenty years old were clerical
workers; 18 percent were service employees,
while 17 percent were professional and
technical workers. Thus, these three catego
ries encompassed approximately 70 percent
of this group of employed women. In
contrast, slightly more than one of five men
over twenty years old were craft workers,
followed by 16 percent professional and
technical workers, and 16 percent managers
and administrators-accounting for about
54 percent of employed men in that age
group.2

Specific occupational breakdowns from
the 1980 U.S. Statistical Abstract show that
some occupations are heavily dominated by
either men or women. As examples, in 1979

2Compiled by the author from Employment and Earnings, p. 22.

women held over three-fourths of the
positions as librarians, registered nurses,
telephone operators, prekindergarten and
kindergarten teachers, bank tellers, and
secretaries. On the other hand, not very
man~ women were employed as engineers,
dentists, carpenters, automobile mechanics
plumbers, or firefighters; men held at leas~
95 percent of these positions.

A recent study by the National Research
Council for the U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) states
that the earnirigs for fulltime, year-round
women workers are, on the average, less than
60 percent of men's earnings. Some of the
factors that account for this disparity in
earnings are differences in education, work
experience, and job commitment: women
earn less because they have less education,
have been in the workforce for a shorter
period of time, and are more likely to have
discontinuous career patterns than men.
Another factor affecting the earnings gap is
the differences in the types of occupations
that men and women hold; the types of jobs
that women typically hold tend to pay less
than the types that men hold. The Council
study concludes that women's earnings are
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Table 1. Classified Employment in Virginia State Government By Sex and Job
Category, 1981

SOURCE: Compiled by the author from Commonwealth of Virginia, Virginia
Equal Employment Opportunity Committee, Annual Report to the Governor of
Virginia on the Administration of Executive Order No.1 (July 1981). Data used are
from a table in Appendix B entitled "Classified Employees by Race and Sex by Job
Category for Each Secretariat" (no page numbers given).

permitted only on the basis of a bona fide
occupational qualification (BFOQ); for
example, it is not discriminatory to hire only
femal actresses to play female roles. The
BFOQ provisions have tended to be defined
narrowly by the courts, thus making it
difficult for employers to justify "males
only" or "females only" positions.

The impact of the Equal Pay Act and Title
VII on the employment of women illustrates
the ways that changing social norms are
reflected in the legal structure. During the
latter part of the nineteenth century, reflect
ing the view of women that the Victorian era
symbolized, states began enacting protective
legislation that established maximum work
ing hours or weight-lifting restrictions for
women employees or that excluded women
entirely from certain occupations such as
mining or bartending. This type of legisla
tion was based on the belief that women,
because of their physical characteristics and
childbearing role, needed more protection in
the workplace than men. (Some persons also
have argued that this protective labor
legislation may have had the purpose of
protecting males from female competition in
the workforce.) Title VII, on the other hand,
is predicated on the belief that women and
minorities need legal protection to prevent
any discrimination that would inhibit their
employment opportunities. Under Title VII
(and, in selected instances, the Equal Pay
Act as well), protective legislation that
excludes or restricts the employment of
women is discriminatory.

Discrimination on the basis of race, color,
sex, national origin, and religion also is
prohibited by federal Executive Order
11246, as amended by Executive Order
11375. This order currently applies to most
federal government contractors and subcon
tractors. Guidelines issued by the U.S. Labor
Department, which coordinates the imple
mentation of the order, require contractors
to maintain affirmative action programs
designed to ensure equal employment. The
Virginia Fair Employment Contracting Act
(Va. Code, sections 2.1-374 through 2.1
376.1) prohibits discriminatory employment
practices for many state contractors. In
addition, contracting agencies are prohibit
ed from discrimination in the awarding of
contracts. Specific enforcement provisions

lower in part because women are concentra
ted in lower-paying occupations to a greater
extent than are men. 3

Two questions are raised by this conclu
sion: (1) why are women concentrated in
certain occupations? and (2) what affects the
pay scales for these occupations? The role of
women as homemakers has influenced the
types of occupations that women in the past
chose to pursue, as well as those that they
were allowed to pursue. Women once were
relegated, in large part, either to occupations
that did not require long years of education,
training, and work experience or to those
requiring skills that were easily transferable
from one organization to another without a
large investment in on-the-job training.
Because of the social norm that women were
expected not to work except at home,
particularly if they had a family, women
were not prime candidates for jobs that
entailed steady career advancement over a
number of years. The continued practice of
separating occupations by sex is affected by
a variety of factors that may include
discrimination, career preferences, the avail
able job market, and the training and
education levels of both men and women in
the labor market. Certainly women today
have more diverse career opportunities than
in the past, and they now are entering
occupations that traditionally have been
dominated by males.

The second question, concerning pay
scales for female-dominated occupations,
can be approached from two viewpoints.
The first is that the pay scale for any·
occupation is a product of the labor market
system and reflects the skills and training
required, as well as the availability of labor,
to fill that position. Therefore, occupations
pay what they are worth to the employer. A
second viewpoint is that occupations held
mainly by women pay less because they are
held by women and that the pay scales do not
actually reflect the true worth of the
occupations. This second viewpoint is the
one advanced in the National Research
Council study mentioned earlier, although
the minority report to this study supported
the labor market theory.

THE LEGAL ENVIRONMENT FOR
WORKING WOMEN

Equal employment legislation has been
both a cause and a consequence of the
growing number of employed women. The
participation of more women in the work
force initially contributed to efforts to enact
legislation prohibiting discrimination in the
workplace. Once enacted, that legislation
helped to broaden the career avenues open to
women. As women have become a signifi
cant part of the labor market, increased
pressures have been exerted, particularly by
women's rights groups, for more rigorous
enforcement of laws against sexual discrimi
nation. The extent to which sexual discrimi
nation persists will continue to be a subject
of debate, but federal and state efforts to
enforce laws prohibiting discrimination in
the workplace already have contributed to
the expansion of career opportunities for
women.
JDonald J. Treiman and Heidi I. Hartmann, Women, Work, and
Wages: Equal Pay for Jobs of Equal Value (Washington, D.C.:
National Academy Press, 1981), p. 42.

Federal efforts to discourage sex discrimi
nation in employment began with the Equal
Pay Act of 1963. This act, which amends the
Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, requires
equal pay for men and women performing
substantially equal work under similar
working conditions. The act covers federal,
state, and local government employers, as
well as those employers in the private sector
who must follow minimum wage standards.
Wage differentials are permitted by the act if
based upon merit, seniority, production, or
another system that is not based on sex.
Complaints regarding wage discrimination
are filed with the EEOC, which has the
power to investigate charges, to conduct
compliance reviews, and to file suit to
enforce the act. The court can order the
payment of back wages, the discontinuation
of discriminatory practices, and fines and
imprisonment.

The Code of Virginia (section 40.1-28.6)
also prohibits wage discrimination on the
basis of sex. The Virginia statute applies only
to employers not covered by the Fair Labor
Standards Act and does not assign enforce
ment provisions to a government agency.
Under the state act, individuals, rather than
agencies, must initiate lawsuits.

While the purpose of the Equal Pay Act is
narrowly focused on preventing wage
differentials, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 prohibits not only sex discrimination
in all aspects of employment but also
discrimination on the basis of race, color,
national origin, and religion. In addition,
1978 amendments to Title VII specify that
the prohibition on sex discrimination incor
porates discrimination based on pregnancy,
childbearing, and related medical condi
tions. The provisions of Title VII apply to
private employers of fifteen or more persons;
federal, state, and local governments; em
ployment agencies; labor unions; and ap
prenticeship committees. The EEOC is
responsible for enforcing Title VII both in
the public and private sectors. The EEOC
has the power to receive complaints, to
investigate compliance with equal employ
ment standards, and to seek court enforce
ment of Title VII. The court, in turn, can
order employers to stop discriminatory
practices, and to take affirmative action to
ensure equal employment. Discrimination is

Job Category
Official/ Administrator

Professional, Technical, &
Paraprofessional

Protective Service

Office / Clerical

Skilled Craft

Service/ Maintenance

Totals

Males as %
of total males

9.1%

38.9

15.1

6.1

14.6

16.2

100.0%

Females as %
of total females

3.0%

45.3

1.5

39.4

.3

10.5

100.0%



Table 2. Fulltime Employees of Virginia Counties and Municipalities By Sex and Job
Category, 1979

SOURCE: Compiled by the author from U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission, "State and Local Government Information (EEO-4), 1979 Summary
Report" (unpublished).

NOTE: School board and special district employees are not included in the table.

Counties Municipalities
Males as Females as Males as Females as

% of % of % of % of
Job Category total males total females total males total females
Official/

Administrator 6.4% 3.1% 6.3% 2.4%

Professional 13.8 21.2 10.6 24.9

Technical 11.6 8.1 9.3 6.0

Paraprofessional 2.0 10.4 2.6 9.0

Protective Service 35.2 5.3 26.6 4.8

Office / Clerical 2.1 47.2 2.2 43.3

Skilled Craft 12.4 .5 12.9 .5

Service/
Maintenance 16.5 4.2 29.5 9.1-- -- --

Totals 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

are not provided, however, and the act
specifically states that it does not "empower
any agency to require a contractor to grant
preferential treatment" to any person or
group.

Equal employment provisions also are
included in other federal statutes, including
many grants-in-aid programs. For grants-in
aid legislation, the provision usually prohib
its employment discrimination in any project
funded by the grant-as in Title I of the
Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1973, to give
just one example. On the other hand, the
anti-discrimination clause in the State and
Local Fiscal Assistance Act of 1972 (which
authorized revenue sharing) is very broad;
employment discrimination is prohibited in
all programs conducted by the recipient
government, not just those funded by
revenue sharing.

The Bill of Rights in Virginia's 1971
Constitution (Article I, Section 11) prohibits
governmental discrimination on the basis of
sex. To date, the Supreme Court of VirgInia
has interpreted this provision rather narrow
ly. The Court has ruled that a sex-based
classification can be used if the classification
is related to the objective embodied in a state
law. In this particular case, the Court upheld
a statute allowing women to claim an
exemption from jury duty by virtue of
having custody of either children under
sixteen years of age or impaired persons. The
case was brought on the grounds that the
exemption did not apply to men as well. 4

WOMEN IN STATE AND LOCAL
GOVERNMENT

State and local governments are included
among the service-producing industries (as
opposed to goods-producing industries such
as mining, manufacturing, and construc
tion). The expansion of job opportunities in
these industries has been a significant factor
in the increase in the number of working
women. In fact, many of the occupations
held mainly by women-such as registered
nurse, secretary, teacher, librarian, and
social worker-are found disproportionate
ly in the service-producing industries. In
general, the proportion of women in the total
workforce of state and local governments in
Virginia is increasing, and the percentage of
women in administrative positions also is
increasing. What follows is a brief review of
these developments.

Virginia State Government. In May 1981,
74,355 classified employees worked for the
Commonwealth of Virginia. (Faculty
members are not classified employees and
therefore are not included in these figures.)
Of this number, 51.7 percent were women.
Table 1 shows the distribution of the state's
classified employees by sex andjob category.
As Table 1 indicates, women were most
likely to be employed within either the
orofessional, technical, and paraprofession
a~ category or the office/ clerical category.
Mel~ were distributed more evenly through
out ttl~ job cF.tegories, although men were
most repiescnted in the professional, techni
cal, and paraprofessional grouping. The
percentage of women employed as clerical
workers in the state government labor force
is slightly higher than in the national civilian
labor force. Comparisons of state and
4Archer v. Mayes, 213 Va. 633, 194 S.E. 2d 707 (1973).

national employment figures should be
made only tentatively, however, because the
occupational classification systems are
somewhat different for the two groups.

The state government's male classified
employees were much more likely to be
employed as skilled craft or protective
service employees than women; in fact, men
held about 98 percent and 90 percent,
respectively, of the positions in these
categories. In addition, a larger number of
employees in the official/ administrator and
service / maintenance categories were men
than women, with men holding about 74
percent and 59 percent, respectively, of these
positions. Women, on the other hand, held
about 87 percent of the clerical positions and
56 percent of the professional, technical, and
paraprofessional positions. Overall in 1981,
women held a greater percentage of posi
tions within each job category than they had
in 1977, with the exception of the skilled
craft category.s

Female employees of the state tend to have
lower salary ranges than their male counter
parts. In April 1981, 26 percent of women
and 9 percent of men employees made less
than $9,000. (The salaries of both classified
and faculty personnel are included in these
figures.) The largest percentage of women
(42 percent) and men (29 percent) were in the
$9,000-$12,999 salary range. While 13.3
percent of the state's male employees made
$25,000 or over, the comparable figure for
females was 1.8 percent; however, in 1979
only.9 percent of the women and 9.4 percent
of the men employed were in this top salary
bracket. While inflation accounts for some
of the gains that women have made, women
did move into the top salary range at a faster
rate than men. 6

5The 1977 employment figures were compiled from Common

wealth of Virginia, Department of Personnel and Training, Special
Report on Virginia's State Government Employees /978 (unpub
lished), p. 27.

6Commonwealth of Virginia, Department of Personnel and
Training, Virginia Equal Employment Opportunity Committee,

Annual Report to the Governor of Virginia on the Administration
of Executive Order No. / (Richmond, July 1981). Data used are
from a table in Appendix B entitled "Salary Level Distribution by

Race and Sex" (no page numbers given).

Virginia Local Government. Information
on Virginia's local government employees is
available from the EEOC, which collects
data yearly on both state and local govern
ment employees. Some explanation of this
data is needed, however. Under Title VII of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, state and local
governments with 15 or more full time
employees are required to file reports with
the EEOC on a periodic basis, ranging from
once a year for governments with 100 or
more employees to once every six years for
governments with 15 to 24 employees.
Because all governments do not file a report
each year, the data collected by the EEOC
are adjusted for non-reporting and non
sampled jurisdictions before final reports are
made. Thus, the data presented in the final
reports are subject to sampling error; the
sampling error increases as the subpopula
tions decrease.

The data presented in Table 2 are based on
reports filed with the EEOC for 1979 by
counties, cities, and towns in Virginia.
(Employees of local school boards and
special districts are not included in that table
because these institutions file separate
reports with the EEOC.)

As Table 2 indicates, women were most
likely to be employed by local governments
as clerical workers, professionals, and
paraprofessionals. Men were most likely to
be protective service, service / maintenance,
and professional employees. In terms of
overall employment, the EEOC data show
that men held about 60 percent of the county
positions and 70 percent of the municipal
positions. An examination of the distribu
tion of men and women withinjob categories
reveals that men held over 90 percent of the
skilled craft and protective service positions
in local governments, while women held
about 90 percent of the office / clerical and
over 60 percent of the paraprofessional
positions. The professional positions were
fairly evenly divided between men and
wo~en. Women tended to be concentrated
in the lower-paying job categories, with the
exception of the service / maintenance posi
tions. For all job categories in both counties
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and municipalities, females' earnings were
below the median salary; on the other hand,
male local government employees earned at
least the median and, in most cases, above
the median salary.

Virginia Educational Institutions. As
mentioned earlier, the preceding description
of local government employment did not
include employees of educational institu
tions. In the 1979-80 school year, the school
divisions in Virginia employed 65,241
instructional employees. (This figure does
not include non-instructional personnel
performing clerical, service, skilled craft,
and laborer duties.) Of these instructional
employees, approximately 74 percent were
women. Women held about 88 percent of the
elementary and 63 percent of the secondary
teaching positions and about 55 percent of
the supervisory and supportive positions
(which include guidance counselors, social
workers, and psychologists). On the other
hand, 77 percent of the principals and
assistant principals were men. 7 The top
position in the local school system, that of
division superintendent, is presently held by
a woman in only one county.

While women made up almost three
quarters of the public school instructional
staff, the picture was quite different in the
institutions of higher education. There,
women held only 26 percent of the instruc
tional positions in academic year 1977-78;
moreover, they were concentrated in the
lower echelons of academia. By rank, only 12
percent of full professors were women; the
comparable figures for associate professors,
assistant professors, and instructors were 18
percent, 30 percent, and 49 percent, respec
tively. Preliminary figures for the 1980-81
academic year indicate a slight increase in
the overall number of women faculty
members, with women making up 27 percent
of the instructional faculty.

7Commonwealth of Virginia, Department of Education, Virginia's

Supply 0/Public School Instructional Personnel: A Report/or the
Year /979-80 (Richmond, 1980), pp. 2 and 21.

In terms of salaries, the average female
faculty member in 1977-78 made less than
her male counterpart. Looking only at
public universities, which tend to have
higher salary ranges than other institutions
of higher education, the median salary for a
fulltime nine-months appointment for a
female faculty member in 1977-78 was 86.6
percent of the total median salary; the
comparable figure for a male faculty
member was 104.2 percent. Women's medi
an salaries exceeded the total median only at
the instructor rank; the gap between
women's median salaries and total median
salaries was largest at the professorial rank.
Preliminary figures for 1980-81 show that
women's median salaries as a percent of total
median salaries have actually decreased-to
80.6 percent of the total median salary for all
faculty members. 8

CONCLUSION
To some degree, any interpretation of

employment data will be governed by
attitudes toward the changing role of
women. Persons holding more traditional
views of women as homemakers may view
the inroads that women have made in the
workplace as evidence of the failure of
society to preserve the homemaker role.
Others may view the statistics as evidence of
the need for stronger equal employment
practices to end continuing discrimination

8Commonwealth of Virginia, Council of Higher Education,

Faculty Profile: Fall, /977 (Richmond, September 1978), pp. 9 and

14. Preliminary figures for 1980-81 were obtained in a telephone

interview with the Council.

against women employees. A more moderate
interpretation of the data is that career
opportunities for women have expanded,
but the legacy of traditional views toward the
employment of women is still felt in the
workplace. In addition, the efforts of state
and local governments to increase the
employment of women and minorities are
influenced by a variety of factors somewhat
beyond their control. Economic limitations,
for example, limit a government's ability to
recruit aggressively and to train its em
ployees, as well as to create new positions
actions that could aid in achieving equal
employment opportunity.

Employment trends for women in Virgin
ia's governments parallel in many respects
those nationwide. Women employees in
Virginia state and local government are
concentrated in lower-ranking and lower
paying occupations. At the same time,
women are moving into the upper echelons
of government and are holding upper-level
decision-making positions in both state and
local governments. Furthermore, progress
should continue as women gain seniority and
work experience. Nevertheless, women
employees are in vulnerable positions, in
part because of their recent entry into some
occupational areas. Economic downturns
and layoffs in the private and public sector
will have a disproportionately larger effect
on women than men. In addition, relaxation
of equal employment and affirmative action
practices could adversely affect the future
status of women employees nationwide.
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