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Envisioning Good Work: Thoughts on

Women, Work and Health in the 1990's

by Paula Rayman, Ph.D.

Proverbs, Chapter 31

She seeks wool and flax and works willingly with her hands.

She is like the merchants' ships; she brings food from afar .

She rises also when it yet night, and gives meat to her household

and a portion to her maidens.

She considers a field and she buys it; with the fruit of her hand she

plants a vineyard...

She perceives her merchandise is good; her candle does not go by

night...

She stretches out her hand to the poor; she reaches out her hands to

the needy.

She makes fine linen and sells it to the merchants.

Strength and honor are her clothing and she shall rejoice in time to

come.

She opens her mouth with wisdom and her tongue is the law of

kindness.

She looks well to the ways of her household and eats not the bread

of idleness...

Give her of the fruit of her hands and let her own works praise her

in the gates.
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This woman, an early supermom, lived thousands of years ago, a testimony to the

historical fact that women have always worked. What has dramatically altered over

the centuries has been the relationship between paid and unpaid labors, between the

private sphere and the public realm. The great transformations that unfolded as

industrialization and urbanization took place in human history have shaped the way

work is done and what work is valued by society. Increasingly, valued work came to

be associated with work done outside of the domestic scene: paid work done largely

by men. Women's place was seen to be in the home or, in those cases where women

worked outside the home, in servicing or caregiving roles. Only unmarried women

could be properly engaged in other forms of industrial employment. Freud remarked

in Civilization and Its Discontents over half a century ago that human existence rests

on the two pillars of love and work, but that women's lives rest on just one of these.

Women's current values and visions regarding work reflect not only the changing

large-scale economic realities, but also the limits of the outdated mythology that holds

women's only proper workplace is in the home or in caregiving. How individual

women struggle to reconcile this prevailing, outmoded myth with present economic

and cultural conditions in the United States informs the meaning of work today for

women's lives.

The meaning of work has significant implications for a woman's physical and mental

well-being, for individual self-esteem, as well as for family security. As we move

toward the next century, a major issue will be altering institutional structures and

private attitudes that perpetuate the failing myth, and creatively moving toward

solutions encouraging individual and social well-being. A legitimate question to

pose for this issue on women and work is, "What kind of work would enhance our

health?" By starting with this positive query, we can perhaps better comprehend
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what barriers exist to reach a more humane and more just allocation of our time,

skills, and resources.

To set the stage for our discussion, it is important not to overgeneralize women's experiences.

Elizabeth Spelman in The Inessential Woman has urged us not to commit the the same patterns of

exclusion among women that men's construction has done for women as a whole. While statistics

about women and work can provide a general picture of trends, different women face particular

barriers and choices that deserve close attention.

In 1900, 87 percent of females in paid employment were unmarried and half of all these workers

were under 25 years of age. One-third of women in 1900 lived on farms and worked on farms but

were not even counted as part of the labor force. The fact that the work of these women remained

invisible demonstrates the problem with prevailing definitions of work commonly utilized by

government and economic institutions: They count only certain forms of work, and what gets

recognized has often not been the kind of work women usually undertake, whether on the farm,

childcare, etc. In 1939, again not so long ago, twenty-six states still, banned married women from

most jobs.

By 1986, for the first time, a majority of women with children of preschool age as young as one

year old, had paid employment. By the end of the 1980's, 73 percent of employed women were

working full-time. The average woman worker now can expect to spend nearly 30 years of her life

in the labor force. Rates of participation in the labor force among black, Hispanic, and white women

are almost equal. In the 1980's, occupational health and safety issues also emerged, with one-third

of all
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employed women reporting sexual harassment on the job, and there was rising concern about

reproductive hazards in both blue- and white-collar environments.

As we look toward the year 2000, two out of every three new entrants in the labor force will be

women. An increasing percentage of those women will be immigrant women, and women of color.

The average age of women in the labor force will increase as we "square the pyramid." The

population as a whole will no longer resemble a pyramid with many younger people on the bottom,

but rather a square with increasing cohorts of older people on the top. Thus, we will not only have

more women at work, but also that group will be older, more likely coping with both eldercare

issues and childcare issues.

Labor Segregation

Where are women employed and where will the jobs be in the future? Nine out of ten women work

in only 10 occupational categories, a phenomenon economists call labor segregation. In 1988,

women represented eighty percent of all administration support (including clerical) workers and

sixty-nine percent of all retail and personal service sales workers, but only thirty-nine percent of all

executives, managers, and administrators. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, almost all of

the net increase of jobs this decade will be in the unskilled and low-paying servic-producing sector.

Concentrated in these lower-paying jobs, the average woman earns sixty-five cents for every dollar

earned by the average man. Contrary to the prevailing myth, most women work, as men do, because

of economic need. The majority of women in the labor force in 1988 (59%) were either single

(25%), divorced (12%), widowed (4%), separated (4%), or had husbands whose annual salaries

were less than $15,000 (14%).
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Women represent sixty-three percent of all persons over eighteen years with poverty incomes and

maintained fifty-three percent of all poor families. Women headed seventy-six percent of all poor

black families, forty-eight percent of all poor Hispanic families, and forty-four percent of all poor

white families.

These statistics are evidence of the huge transformations brought on by urbanization, (moving from

the farm), industrialization, (separating paid and household labors), and the rising educational

levels and lower fertility rates for women. In addition, there are a few other major forces that have

created barriers or helped shape the realities that impede creation of work environments that

enhance our health. One is capital mobility. Simply put, we have the type of economic order that

allows transnational corporations to use the world as a labor market, thereby reducing any

commitment to local communities or to investment in job creation in this country. Job security and

the ability for families to feel rooted in their communities are also affected. For instance, in a 1985

study of women's unemployment, Chinese women garment workers were interviewed who had

been laid off because of plant closings in Chinatown.l Their jobs were taken over by women in

Korea and Sri Lanka whose working conditions are not dissimilar to our nation's sweatshops of the

turn of the century. Women are part of the global economy, but what often connects them are

barriers to good jobs.

1 Rayman, P. The Meaning of Unemployment in the Lives of Women. Bunting Institute, Radcliffe
College, 1986.
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Disappearing Middle

Another important macro-economic trend affecting women's work is the disappearing middle. This

is not a new diet. It is the bifurcation of the labor market which is creating high-paid, highly skilled

professional jobs on one end and

unskilled, no-ladder-to-climb jobs on the other. Middle management and middle level jobs are the

ones that are being reduced, or as industry now calls it "trimming the fat." In 1986, 14, 500 workers

in Massachusetts lost their jobs in the high tech industries during the so-called "Miracle of

Massachusetts." Many of the new unemployed were women workers, some of whom had been

retrained in computer skills after first being laid off from teaching and other service jobs following

the cutbacks of Proposition 2-1/2. This trend has added to the feminization of poverty in the United

States. If jobs are not being created that promote upward mobility ,then job training efforts have

limited value. Diversity places an important role here too.

While one-fifth of all children in our nation today are living in households of poverty according to

the Children's Defense Fund, 40% of all black families are in the lower one-fifth income group.

Despite these very significant changes in our political economy, we have had a continuation of an

extended industrial model that still shapes the everyday meaning of work in our culture. Sociologist

Roslyn Feldberg suggested a number of years ago that jobs could be categorized according to two

models: a job model and a gender model. The job model reflects the male norm of work: work is a

full-time job taking place in a certain kind of setting and if you do not work in that way, you are

unemployed. The gender model starts with the notion of women being attached to families, that

women's work cannot be taken seriously, and that the family depends on a breadwinner (the

husband). The outcome of acceptance of these two models is
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that corporations have not taken seriously issues such as flex time and family care. There is

little movement to bring a better synthesis between the private and public domains.

Gender and Jobs

Feminist theory has taught us new ways of approaching the meaning of work for

women. The first lesson is that gender plays a major role in job construction.

Recently in a California legal argument for comparable worth it was pointed out that

parking lot attendants were given a higher ranking than child care workers in terms

of salary and skill levels. A major explanation for this was that parking attendants

were more usually male and child care workers female. Lesson two emphasizes the

role of culture, family and community in the formation of work values and that

different cultures, different community values and different family values very

much define what a particular woman feels her choices are in determining the kind

of work she does and how she can do it. Third, feminist theory has taught us that

how we view technology is relevant. We cannot look at technology as gender-

neutral. The issue at stake is who has power to make decisions of how technology is

used, how it is processed, which new ideas are developed. For example, who defines

what kind of software is produced?

There was a time when women were central to the major production decisions of the

economy. Ann Oakley in Woman's Work presented wonderful historical examples

from pre- and early industrial times of women being important producers in both

their households and the larger economy. For instance, women were very active in

agrarian and textile production in England, and in charge of two key commodities in

the country: beer and bread. The guild system of the period admitted men and
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women on an equal basis to be apprentices in different fields. The extended family rather than the

individual was the central economic player, and therefore a woman was not seen as economically

dependent on a single individual (i.e. a male breadwinner) for her own livelihood.

It is a fairly recent idea that a woman's paid work was a sign of misfortune, not liberation. United

States public family and work policies are still rooted to the notion that paid work for women is not

central to a family's economic existence or to a woman's self-esteem. In terms of history and

diversity, most women have always worked and continue to work. Only for the privileged class has

there been an economic choice to work, and in today's culture many women regardless of their

economic status view employment as central to their lives. It is also true that public policy

concerning family and work has differentially treated poor women and women of color. These

women have often been coerced to enter the labor market while having preschool-age children at

the same time that more privileged women have been given the message not to "sacrifice" their

families and remain at home.

As we move into the 1990's, the gap between the reality of women and work and outdated ideology

will widen and demand increased attention. Two Wellesley College research-action projects

conducted in the past few years demonstrate specific examples of workplace dilemmas that will

increasingly affect women workers and

our economy in general. The first relates to older workers, the second to illiteracy in the United

States.2

2For more information about this research, contact the author at the Center for Research on Women,
Wellesley College, Wellesey, MA, 02181.
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Age and Illiteracy

An important finding from research on the meaning of unemployment for women's lives was that

the cohort most vulnerable in terms of negative financial and health effects of job loss were older

women. Existing research concerning the effects of employment on women's health has countered

the suggestion that entering the labor force would produce negative health effects on women

workers.3 Moreover, recent research indicates that employment has beneficial effects for at least

certain groups of women depending on variables such as marital status, job demands and multiple

role strain. Interestingly, studies by Barnett and Baruch (1985) have not found that employment is

less beneficial for working mothers or full-time workers. The

research on older unemployed women workers would support these findings.

We found that age discrimination starts earlier for women than for men, so older was redefined to

begin at forty .Older women have longer job loss duration, which means that once they lose a job, it

is harder to find a new one. There was a sense of isolation and, very interestingly, unemployed

older women state they did not receive support from other women about this loss the way they had

for other kinds of losses such as divorce, miscarriage, or death of a loved one. In a significant way

their paid work was not legitimized, and thus when lost was not witnessed as a major event.

Friends suggested that an unemployed woman would now have time to "do all the things you did

not have time to do, like finishing a pile of sewing or planting a garden." Husbands were reported to

"be relieved. He is glad I am home more." The older unemployed woman was faced with difficult

realities. She had few places to

3Repetti, Rena; Mat thews, Karen; Waldron, Ingrid. Effects of a Paid Employment on Women's Mental
and Physical Health, American Ps~chologist. Vol. 44, No.11, November, 1989.
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express the grief of losing a job that was an important part of her life, often

experiencing what we termed the "unemployed women's syndrome" of depression,

eating disorders, and lose of self-esteem. At the same time, she faced a combination

of age and sex discrimination in finding new work (and additional forms of

discrimination if she were a woman of color or if disabled).

Women, work, and aging is a major national issue as well as individually felt. An

increasing percentage of our work force will be female and older. Questions of how to

change prevailing attitudes and practices concerning sex and age discrimination will

need responses to ensure a productive future labor force.

The second research-action project that relates to the meaning of work in women' ;s

lives concerns workplace literacy .It is estimated that nearly one-third of all women

workers are functionally illiterate. Simultaneously it is estimated that 80 percent of

all new jobs in the 1990's will require at least a secondary education. Two years ago,

in cooperation with the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, a study began of adult

learners who were participating in workplace literacy classes in various industries

through~ut the state. About sixty percent of all adult learners were women

representing sixteen different race and ethnic groups. Some of the women were

literate in their native languages; others were not.

Workplace literacy has been viewed as an "all-win" program by employers, unions,

and workers: Employers wanted a better-educated labor pool, unions promoted

another benefit that could be offered, and workers hoped for better jobs and a more II
I !

secure economic future. What we discovered, particularly for women workers, was

that the empowerment that came from increased literacy was not limited to the
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workplace but rather had a "ripple" effect throughout their lives. For example, a Portuguese woman

electrical worker said, "For the first time in my life I can do homework with my child." A

Cambodian woman packer reported, "I can go to a hospital and talk to a nurse without the

embarrassment of a translator." This level of empowerment came back into the workplace because

these women were feeling more a part of the general culture. However, just at a time when

immigrant and women workers will constitute a larger share of the workforce, literacy programs are

being curtailed in many states because of budget reductions. In addition, most workplaces do not

have programs that directly deal with the value of diversity in the workplace or ways to incorporate

cultural backgrounds into the work environment.

Good Working Conditions

As we move into the 1990's, the themes of aging and diversity along with the family care-work

relationship will be tops on the agenda of creating working conditions that will enhance women's

well-being. From our ongoing studies on women, work, and health, four "ingredients" that appear

central to the creation of good working conditions for women have been identified:

(1) Common security: Fair wages and good benefits that allow women and their families to

maintain a decent standard of living. Comparable worth and

labor desegregation are both issues that have relevance for the achievement

of financial security.

Physical and mental health. Commitment and loyalty of firms to individuals

as well as vise versa is an important factor in creating job stability .Capital
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mobility is one major barrier to the realization of job security. Physical and mental well-being

at work also depends upon the degree of occupational

health and safety at a workplace, including healthy air, the appropriate use of new technology,

clear reproductive health rights for women and men

workers, and an environment prohibiting sexual harassment and abuse.

(2) Competency: Women need to experience room for promotion and not feel locked into "dead-

end" jobs in which so many women workers find

themselves today. Next, so that women can best use and expand their skills, there need to be

adequate training and retraining programs perhaps funded

by private-public partnerships (as the successful workplace literacy efforts).

These training programs should be available throughout the life course in recognition of the

changing demographics of the labor force in the decades

ahead. Most of us will no longer be in one workplace our whole lives. We

will change jobs, workplaces, and even careers over our lifetimes, and that

will necessitate expansion of adult education.

(3) Cooperative Control: This mode of cooperation in the workplace offers a challenge to the

prevailing competitive mode of work. Studies that were

done in Israel on the kibbutz system have shown that productivity increased when workplaces

were organized in cooperative models rather than

competitive models. A number of European nations have also found

benefits in initiating team approaches to the organization of work; perhaps

the best-known examples in Swedish and German automobile factories and

of course the well-known Japanese experiments. Furthering cooperation

rather than competition at work includes more opportunities for job sharing, flexible

interdependent scheduling, job rotation options, and a greater
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participation in decision making which is tied to better communication of

information. Cooperative control, models integrate the democratic ideals of

the political system into the economic system. While it is debatable whether

women are more cooperative than men, institutionalizing more cooperative

models at the workplace would be beneficial to all workers.

(4) Caring Communities: This final ingredient has a dual nature: one aspect

refers to the need to challenge the separation of family care needs from the

demands of the workplace. This is not just a woman's issue, but an issue for

all family members and for all employees and employers. The reality of our

time suggests a different interface between the private and the public

domains is long overdue. Women have continued to shoulder the primary

responsibility of care giving for children, the elderly, and the disabled in paid

and unpaid conditions. The organization of work needs to reflect that

women not only have diminished time to cook the chicken in every pot, but

often do not have the time to buy the pot.

Traditional community and extended family networks which in the past

offered safety nets for people in distress have largely disappeared. The burden

has increasingly fallen on the privatized and fragile nuclear family, the

single-parent household, and those balancing child care and elder care

simultaneously. It is not surprising that there is renewed interest in creating

caring communities and workplaces that would enhance individual well-

being and a sense of interdependency in our social fabric as a whole.

The second aspect of caring communities refers to our relationship to the

natural environment. A global caring configuration in the future will
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necessarily pay attention to what we are producing and how we are producing

that takes into account the earth's resources: the air, the water, the earth

itself. The relationship of our work and our workplaces with the

environment is becoming a critical part of ongoing international discussions concerning women

and work. The caring community will thus extend

beyond the human community to include our hopefully long-lasting ties to

the environment. In the words of ecofeminists, we need to be thinking like a mountain, as well

as thinking like a woman!

In summary, if we return to the woman of virtue we met in the preface to this paper, we can see that

in some ways we have come a long way and in other ways there is a strong thread of continuity. We

need to further our understanding of our connection to the history of women and work, to the

diverse community of women workers in the world, and to new formations of work so that the

ongoing transformation will benefit us all.
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