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By exploring how gender norms and material interests vary between women in
different classes, this article highlights interactions between class and gender that
mitigate against the mobilization of political support for activist family policies in
the United States. Ironically, while educated women in professional and manager-
ial jobs are ideologically most favorable toward the dual earner/dual carer model,
it is not in their economic interest for the state to make it happen. Scandinavian-
style interventions would impose costs on relatively privileged women in their role
as child care consumers. There is also reason to believe that these interventions
would indirectly undermine their labor market attainments.
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Women have both shared and divided interests. In the United States, this truism
was forcefully brought home at the peak of second-wave feminism by African
American dissidents who criticized the movements of predominantly white and
middle-class leaders and activists for imposing their own assumptions, values,
and interests. Since then, scholars working on gender have internalized the real-
ity of pluralism among women, and today they often enshrine it in the concept
of intersectionality between gender and other cleavages.1 As one indication of
this, an online search of Google Books in April 2008 yielded more than twelve
hundred volumes that include all three of the words gender, race, and class in
their titles. This article focuses on the gender–class couplet. I argue that attend-
ing to potentially divisive class differences is essential for understanding the
benefits and burdens for women of different ways of combining work and
motherhood. Feminist perspectives on the intersection between class and gender
have yielded important insights but have concentrated on how gender inequal-
ity contributes to class inequality and how class subordination oppresses
women. Less commonly discussed is interaction between class and gender in
the sense that the implications of gender are conditional on class.2 Here, I high-
light precisely this type of interaction by exploring how gender norms and inter-
ests vary between women in different classes.

The context for this discussion is the political conditions for realizing Gornick
and Meyers’s vision of a gender-egalitarian and family-friendly society.3 My sub-
stantive focus is on two of their most important proposals for federal government
intervention: universal public child care and paid parental leave. I seek to demon-
strate with respect to these reforms that in the United States, both women’s nor-
mative orientations and their economic interests are divided along class lines. In
relation to values, public opinion data show that the majority of women from all
class backgrounds reject the male-breadwinner model of gender roles in the
family. At the same time, the distribution of opinion reveals systematic differences
in the ideals supported by women from different educational and occupational
classes. Gornick and Meyers’s proposals are most consistent with the orientations
of relatively privileged women. I will go on to argue that there is an even clearer
class division when it comes to the costs and benefits for women of different
approaches to reconciling motherhood and paid employment. This discussion
relates to both the interests of women as child care consumers and the indirect
effects of work/family policies on their labor market attainments.

When variations across classes in ideals and interests are juxtaposed, the
result is ironic. Class differences in moral economy (norms) are inconsistent
with class differences in political economy (the costs and benefits of policies
intended to support maternal employment). While educated women in profes-
sional and managerial jobs appear to be the most favorable toward the dual
earner/dual carer model, it is not in their economic interest for the state to take
responsibility for making it happen. I infer that even though relatively privileged
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women may strongly support the goals underlying Gornick and Meyers’s pro-
gram, they are unlikely to mobilize their superior political capabilities to push
this program forward. As a result, class differences and tensions among women
are an unacknowledged barrier on the road to a dual earner/dual carer society.

THE MORAL ECONOMY OF GENDER

If there are significant class differences in values and orientations toward
work, the family, and how best to balance these two spheres, then a “one-size-
fits-all” approach to work/family reconciliation may be inappropriate. Gornick
and Meyers’s ideal of a dual earner/dual carer society presumes that both caring
for children and being employed outside the home are important to mothers, and
that to reconcile conflicting demands, it is preferable that fathers rather than
mothers adjust by doing less paid work and taking on more domestic work.
Many highly educated, career-oriented American women probably share this
view. But what if lower-class women do not aspire to and cannot realistically
expect self-fulfilling careers,4 and what if, in addition, they (and their husbands)
value women’s care responsibilities at home more highly than their paid work
outside? In that case, Gornick and Meyers’s policy package conflicts with these
women’s preferences, which would be better served by “familializing” interven-
tions aimed at raising the income of male breadwinners or subsidizing mothers
who stay at home with their children.

There is a sizable survey-based literature on gender role ideologies. This liter-
ature addresses both the rise of egalitarianism over time and its variation across
countries.5 Analyzing data from the ISSP (International Social Survey Program)
from 2002, Svallfors has demonstrated the prevalence of class differences in ori-
entations toward both family and work in diverse Western societies, including the
United States.6 Examining variations in an index of support for women working
outside the home and defining classes by occupation, Svallfors finds that in all the
countries he studied, among both men and women “the working class consistently
displays more conservative attitudes than the service class.”7 Class differences
were, however, lower in the United States and Britain than in Europe.8

The General Social Survey (GSS) is a frequently utilized source for quantita-
tive research on gender-role attitudes in the United States.9 However, research in
this mode has not sought to explicitly identify class differences. A study by Harris
and Firestone indirectly addressed this issue, finding that of a wide range of other
determinants, education strongly affected an index of gender egalitarianism.
However, no differences were detected between broad occupational groups.10

Making different methodological choices, I do find such differences. My analysis
looks directly at class effects, viewed both as the resources that individuals bring
to the labor market (education) and their locations in the division of labor (occu-
pational groups). This is preferable to the standard procedure of testing the impact
of multiple and partially overlapping socioeconomic attributes in an additive,
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overspecified regression model. Rather than relying on statistical controls to cope
with limited sample sizes, I have pooled GSS surveys for the whole of the latest
available decade. This makes it possible to analyze only those respondents who
represent the target audience of Gornick and Meyers’s proposals: married women
of prime working age living with their spouses and children.

Turning now to the dependent variables rather than potentially clouding the
meaning of the attitudes analyzed by combining answers to different questions, I
look at responses to a single but classic evocation of traditional gender roles: “it is
much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and
the woman takes care of the home and family.” The four alternative responses
offered were very unevenly distributed in my sample. Conservative choices attracted
only a minority: 8 percent “strongly agree” and 20 percent “agree.” Egalitarian
choices dominated: “disagree” (50 percent) and “strongly disagree” (22 percent).
Even when the sample was segmented in various ways, a large bloc of respondents
routinely chose the disagree options. To accentuate the remaining variance, I have
defined the gender egalitarianism of any group as the absolute difference between
the proportion expressing strong disagreement and those expressing any agreement
(strong or not) with the traditionalist position. The results displayed in Figure 1 show
that this simple indicator reveals substantial class differences.
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Figure 1. Effects of education, employment status, and class on gender egalitarianism.
Source: General Social Survey, pooled sample 1994–2004 (effective n approximately 800–850).
Note: Gender egalitarianism (shown on the vertical axis) is measured as the absolute difference
between the percentage who strongly disagreed and the percentage who either agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement “It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside
the home and the woman takes care of the home and family.” The analysis refers to married women
aged twenty to fifty-five living with their spouses and children. Immigrants, students, and retired
women were excluded.
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The first chart indicates that that employment status and education have both
additive and interactive effects on gender egalitarianism. Based on their activity
in the week of the survey, women who work are more egalitarian than those who
do not, and among working women, full-timers are more egalitarian than part-
timers. Among all three groups, college-educated women are more likely to
choose egalitarian answers, with the difference being especially marked among
housewives. The second chart examines only women in paid employment, who
are grouped by broad occupational classes similar to those identified in the EGP
schema.11 If the two working-class categories are combined, the women in this
sample are distributed fairly equally between the resulting four broad classes.12

Because of this diversity in women’s class locations, it matters that their atti-
tudes vary distinctly by class. The chart also shows the effect of educational dif-
ferences among white-collar workers. A college education is associated with
significantly more egalitarian values, with the size of the education effect rising
as we go up the hierarchy of occupational classes.

Although evidence of class differences in the gender ideologies of married
mothers is thus quite strong, we cannot be certain which way the causal arrow
runs. It is conceivable that instead of their outlooks being molded by their class
circumstances, women choose their education and employment trajectories in
an individualistic manner on the basis of a priori preferences. This atomistic and
voluntaristic view of women’s aspirations has been most vigorously advocated
by British sociologist Catherine Hakim. In her words, in “rich modern soci-
eties,” work/family balance is “just one of the lifestyle choices open to . . . all
social class and income groups.”13 I agree with Hakim’s two main empirical
claims: that women do not all have the same preferences regarding work and
family and that many of them are ambivalent and “adaptive.” However, I also
agree with critics who have insisted that preferences are constrained by oppor-
tunity structures and conditioned by cultural context.14

In sum, both theoretical reasoning and empirical evidence oblige us to rec-
ognize class differences among women in their commitment to gender-equal
work and family roles. This, in turn, raises questions concerning Gornick and
Meyers’s implicit assumption that their program is appropriate for women as a
whole. The implications will be taken up in the concluding section of the arti-
cle. At this point, our empirical focus moves from orientations and values to
political economy. The question now is, Who gains and who loses from present
arrangements for work/family reconciliation in comparison with the arrange-
ments that Gornick and Meyers propose?

DISTRIBUTIONAL EFFECTS OF FAMILY POLICIES

The blueprint for reform drawn up by Gornick and Meyers refers to two differ-
ent types of policies. One of them is government regulation of working hours
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designed to facilitate more equal parental responsibility. However, I focus here on
Gornick and Meyers’s proposals for radical innovation in family policy: public
provision of free or heavily subsidized child care and early education made avail-
able to all parents who want it and the right to various forms of publicly financed
parental leave at high replacement rates for fathers as well as mothers.

Any policy innovation that would alter the balance between private and
public responsibility or redistribute income inevitably implies conflicts of inter-
est between classes. Since Gornick and Meyers’s program explicitly includes
both of these elements, it acutely raises the question of cui bono (who benefits).
To answer this question, it is necessary to consider two separate issues: the
availability and cost of leave and care services under the present market-based
systems, and how the alternative state-sponsored system would be financed.

In discussing family policy reforms, Gornick and Meyers emphasize that
reforms would entail multiple types of redistribution, including from parents to
nonparents and between families with younger and older children (e.g., p. 14).15

Insofar as they do discuss the possibility of vertical redistribution between
classes, they frame it as a solution to problems of equity and justice. Under
America’s privatized system, they argue that only “the most privileged families”
(p. 22)—those with high incomes and superior job-based parental benefits—
have assured access to essential mechanisms of work/family reconciliation.
Because “market-based solutions have been calamitous for many American
parents and children”(p. 141), a public system based on progressive financing is
considered essential (see also pp. 139, 144, 232–34).

Perhaps to mobilize sympathy for their program, Gornick and Meyers draw
attention to the burdens that current American work/family practices place on
mothers and families with limited resources rather than their beneficial conse-
quences for advantaged women and their families, who are presented as a privi-
leged elite. Gornick and Meyers also fail to acknowledge the radical distributional
implications of the mechanisms they propose for financing new family policies.
They advocate paying for child care from general revenues, possibly supple-
mented by co-payments, while parental-leave programs would be paid for by a
combination of general and social security taxes. Clearly then, progressive income
taxes would be the major source of revenue. Under current political circum-
stances, this could be expected to meet resistance from middle-income families.
Even stronger opposition would emanate from the rich and their allies, who so
successfully led the rollback of progressive taxation in the United States.16

What are the distributional implications of the work/family arrangements
currently in place? Beginning with parental leave, these policies are of course
a far cry from the publicly financed federal schemes and high replacement
rates that Gornick and Meyers advocate. Under prevailing conditions in the
United States, leave is a discretionary employee benefit that is granted almost
exclusively to women. Clearly, employers only have an incentive to finance
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leave for workers who are difficult or costly to replace. This assures built-in
advantages for the privileged that Gornick and Meyers are anxious to neutralize
by moving to a publicly financed system (p. 139). Supporting their and my
assumption of class bias, the most recent available data from the Census Bureau
indicate that while a sizable majority (close to 60 percent) of first-time mothers
with a college degree utilize some form of paid maternity leave, the proportion
declines sharply at lower levels of education, reaching only 18 percent among
those without a high school diploma.17

Richer quantitative evidence is available for child care patterns. Reports by
the Urban Institute, based on large-scale national surveys of families carried out
in 1997 and 1999, reveal that for children under three, care arrangements differ
substantially between families with higher and lower incomes (the dividing line
was twice the federal poverty line). Lower-income families and women with
low education are primarily dependent on family members to look after infants
and toddlers while mothers are at work, whereas the majority of higher-income
households and college-educated mothers utilize paid child care.18 Among
families with a child under thirteen that did purchase care, the dollar cost is
about 50 percent higher for higher-income families. However, this represents
only half the proportion of their household income (7 percent vs. 14 percent).19

Caution is needed in interpreting unqualified findings such as these since
comparisons might be complicated by class differences in potentially confound-
ing factors, including family structure (differing rates of fertility and single par-
enthood), the quantity and quality of care received, and the effects of
government aid.20 To deal with some of these issues, I have analyzed the cost of
care using a carefully targeted sample drawn from a small but high-quality data
set, the National Study of the Changing Workforce.21 The results presented in
Figure 2 confirm that the burden on working mothers who are married with
children and purchase preschool child care is closely related to how much they
personally earn. The average cost is equivalent to a hefty one-third of the gross
earnings of women in the bottom tertile, and the box plot indicates that a quar-
ter of this group spend at least half of their income on child care. In contrast, the
child care burden for women in the middle and top tertiles is only 17 percent
and 13 percent, respectively.

The role of government complicates the story. Since the computations
reported in Figure 2 are based on pretax earnings, they understate the burden on
middle- and upper-income women. However, some of the tax bite on these
women’s gross earnings is offset by credits for private child care expenses. On
the other hand, the position of low-income households would be even worse if
it were not for the existence of means-tested subsidies and free preschool pro-
grams. A detailed survey carried out in New York by Durfee and Meyers
revealed that fully half of all families with preschool children and working
mothers received one or another form of government assistance, valued at an
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average of $4,000 per recipient family.22 However, notwithstanding the fact that
the role of government is apparently far more significant than studies of U.S.
family policy have previously acknowledged,23 there is little evidence that it
countervails market-based inequalities. Despite the emphasis on targeting in
preschool and subsidy programs, not all of the criteria used are financial, and
take-up of means-tested programs is far from complete.24 In addition, tax cred-
its are by nature regressive. As a result, Durfee and Meyers conclude that over-
all the system is only weakly redistributive, if at all.

To summarize, from a financial perspective, more advantaged families fare
relatively well under the present systems of parental leave and child care. In
contrast, the alternatives advocated by Gornick and Meyers would enlarge the
scope of progressive taxation, which is certainly not in the economic interest of
the advantaged. The evidence shows that the cost of child care is relatively mod-
est for middle- and, especially, upper-income women.25 Higher-class parents not
only have the means to purchase high-quality substitute care but are able to
obtain this care by shouldering a smaller economic burden than lower-class
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Figure 2. The economic burden of paid child care on working mothers.
Source: National Study of the Changing Workforce 2002 (interviews in 2002–2003, earnings in
2001–2002).
Note: The vertical axis shows child care expenses as a proportion of gross personal income. The
horizontal axis shows tertiles (thirds) of gross personal income. The analysis refers to married working
mothers (excluding immigrants) with preschool children who use paid care; n = 116.
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parents. An important reason for this is the relatively low cost of private care due
to the ready availability in the United States of low-paid, unqualified, and often
noncitizen female care workers. However, affordability is not the only factor
with a class bias. Parents with a class advantage also have a strong interest in
treating superior childhood care and early education as investments in their
children’s future ability to reproduce that advantage.

We turn now to the third and final substantive section of the article, which
considers the likely effects of Gornick and Meyers’s policy recommendations
on the wages and occupational attainments of working women and how these
can be expected to differ along class lines.

THE CLASSING OF LABOR MARKET EFFECTS

To promote convergence in the work and family roles of mothers and fathers,
Gornick and Meyers deliberately steer clear of measures that aim only to make
it easier for women to perform their traditional roles while attached to the labor
market. Instead, they opt for policies designed to encourage parents to equally
share both paid work and unpaid care responsibilities. While even Sweden has
not implemented such a far-reaching agenda, I believe that much can be learned
by treating the Swedish experience with family policy as a counterfactual guide
to the likely consequences of adopting Gornick and Meyers’s proposals in the
United States. Two different arguments may be invoked in support of this strat-
egy. One is that Gornick and Meyers may be unduly optimistic concerning the
scope for changing men’s behavior through social engineering. The most radi-
cal dual carer policy experiment attempted in Sweden, the introduction of ear-
marked paternal leave for men, has not succeeded in significantly reducing
women’s maternal responsibilities and has also run into serious political limits.26

A less controversial justification for regarding Sweden as a valid counterfactual
is that even though dual earning/dual caring is the ideal embraced by Gornick
and Meyers, their work can also be read as a plea to American policy makers to
emulate enlightened Nordic policies. My claim is that this would run counter to
the interests of women with the highest potential labor market attainments.

A growing literature on the effects of family policies, especially in
Scandinavia, suggests that measures that facilitate women’s employment also
exacerbate occupational sex segregation and widen the gender wage gap.27

However, in this respect, there may be an important difference between the two
policy instruments on which this article focuses. As Estevez-Abe has pointed
out, “statutory leaves and public child care provision are both intended to pro-
mote women’s employment. They nonetheless differ on a dimension that is crit-
ical for women’s human capital development: Paid leaves increase women’s
time off work, and extensive child care provision reduces it.”28 Accordingly, pro-
vided that it is in synch with parents’ work schedules, Estevez-Abe and others
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consider public child care to be a gender-neutral policy so far as the labor market
is concerned. This is not the case for reconciliation policies that free mothers
from work obligations to take care of newborn children and meet other family
needs. Arrangements that make it easier for them to interrupt their work more
frequently than men discourage employers from hiring women. In turn, this dis-
courages women from preparing themselves for careers in which they face
strong competition from men.

The purpose of the Sweden–United States comparison that follows is not,
however, simply to reiterate that developed work/family reconciliation policies
have perverse unintended consequences for women’s attainments. Instead, my
argument centers once again on class differences. Specifically, I claim that state
interventions considered to be mother friendly have deleterious consequences
for the labor market attainments of relatively higher-class women, while bene-
fiting relatively lower-class women. Consequently, the implicit class conflict
between more and less advantaged women that the previous section identified
in relation to their interests as consumers of child care services also applies to
their interests as employees. The remainder of this section seeks to make this
case, first by identifying the causal mechanisms involved and then by compar-
ing actual outcomes in the United States and Sweden to see whether they are
consistent with theoretical expectations.

When the state intervenes to ease conflicts between women’s roles at home
and work, this makes it possible for them to avoid career tracks that strain their
obligations as wives and mothers. The result is that women effectively self-
select into lower-paying jobs.29 In contrast, when women lack the cushioning
provided by reconciliation policies (including child care), they come under pres-
sure to adjust their traditional household responsibilities to employer and career
demands. In the American context, this adjustment is most readily made by pur-
chasing private child-minding and housework services and outsourcing other
domestic tasks. The critical point here is that for both economic and cultural rea-
sons, the likelihood of such adjustments increases as we go up the class ladder.
In contrast, in the Scandinavian context, women with a relatively high earnings
potential have difficulty purchasing market-based services as substitutes for
their unpaid work in the home.30 The reason is that the Nordic social democra-
cies have been leaders in social protection (decommodification) as well as
family policy (defamilialization), and this has impeded the development of a
low-wage private service sector.31 Indeed, despite a rising tide of immigration,
Swedish conditions are almost the mirror image of those in the United States,
where a largely unregulated and nonunion labor market coexists with a sizable
supply of socially and politically marginal labor (immigrants and minorities).

At the same time, family policy in Sweden has mainly sought to steer a mid-
dle way between gender traditionalism and full-blown defamilialization.32 The
limits are primarily felt by women in higher-class positions. Public day care
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cannot meet the needs of those required to work outside standard hours.
Mothers are expected and assisted to absent themselves from work when family
members are sick or otherwise temporarily in need of care. Parental leave pre-
serves new mothers’ jobs and replaces their incomes but at the cost of missed
wage increases and promotions for professional women.33

In addition to the effects of work/family reconciliation measures on
employer and employee calculations, another factor integral to the Scandinavian
welfare state model is the extensive role of the welfare state as an employer.34

In liberal political economies, women are concentrated in private sector ser-
vices, while in the social-democratic regime, they specialize in providing public
social services. Socialization of child care—and its cousin, unacknowledged by
Gornick and Meyers, socialized elder care—adds considerably to the public sec-
tor workforce in Scandinavia. This workforce tends to be composed mainly of
women, partly as a result of the sex typing of care occupations but also because
of the public sector’s relative friendliness to mothers.35 There is actually a
double payoff for women with low earnings potential. Not only are they pro-
vided jobs that ease work/family conflicts that might otherwise have made it
uneconomic for them to work. They also suffer less from low pay and gender
discrimination in the public than the private sector.36 Governments are large,
law-abiding, and politically sensitive employers. The public sector tends to be
unionized, and its wages are usually determined in a centralized fashion and
administered bureaucratically. The result is a comparatively high wage floor and
compressed wage differentials, benefiting women in low-skill care services such
as minding children and the elderly.

An additional implication of public sector conditions is, however, that earn-
ings ceilings tend to be lower than in the private sector. Consistent with this, a
seven-country study by Gornick and Jacobs found that the public sector wage
premium declines as income rises.37 In principle, this affects both men and
women, but the implications depend on the extent to which the sectoral bound-
ary is gendered. Where there is a large public social service sector, as in
Sweden, this has supply-side effects that are similar to reconciliation policies.
Women—even those with high potential occupational and earnings attain-
ments—are encouraged to opt for working conditions convenient to mothers.
Consequently, extended public sectors employ the majority of women working
in managerial and professional occupations. Unaffected by similar considera-
tions, men in these occupations flock to the better-paying heights of the private
sector, where it is possible to extract handsome “rents.”38 Once more, the very
same conditions that benefit women with lesser skills and in lower class occu-
pations also constrain the likelihood of high-end women competing for the most
powerful and lucrative positions.

Not only women workers but also their actual and potential employers are
influenced by the family-policy environment. Child care services, joint taxation,
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and other incentives that should be transparent to employers encourage Swedish
women to return to work after giving birth. However, this adjustment is also
accomplished with the help of arrangements such as maternal leave and part-time
employment, which may be more problematic for women’s careers. Employers
can be expected to practice statistical discrimination against women in anticipa-
tion of their collective rights to shorter hours and discontinuous employment.39

To the extent that employer discrimination is based on a rational-economic cal-
culus, it should be most severe in relation to jobs that require the most expertise
and responsibility and offer the highest pay. Here, we can expect to find the
greatest reluctance to hire women or, alternatively, a tendency for employers to
compensate themselves by paying women less than men. Following this logic,
Albrecht and her colleagues have argued that it is probably because family pol-
icy weakens the intensity of women’s work activity that the gender wage gap in
Sweden increases throughout the wage distribution and is widest at the top.40

An additional approach to understanding discrimination against women by
cost-conscious employers has been suggested in the literature on varieties of
capitalism. Employer sensitivity is said to be greatest in “coordinated”
economies where employers rely heavily on skills and methods of training that
are specific to a particular firm or industry. Women’s lesser commitment to
employment continuity makes them especially unattractive to firms anxious to
recoup their investments in specific skills training and fearful of losing employ-
ees that are hard to replace.41 Modifying this expectation from a class perspec-
tive, it can be argued that the risks attached to skill specificity should be greatest
in relation to employees with the highest skill level.42 If this is true, Sweden’s
skills regime may compound the problem of blocked mobility for higher-class
women above and beyond the effects of its family policy regime. In that case,
part of the gap between Sweden and the United States in women’s attainments
in private sector employment may derive from Sweden’s specific-skills regime
rather than from the unintended consequences of family policies. I do not
believe this is a serious problem, however, since the skill requirements for man-
agers and professionals (where blocked mobility is greatest) are likely to be
quite similar across different economies.43

Summing up, the effects of both reconciliation policies and the role of the
public care services as an employer of women are “classed.” Due to mecha-
nisms of self-selection by women workers and statistical discrimination by
employers, policies that make it easier for women to combine household
responsibilities with paid employment can be expected to have largely benign
effects on the careers of lower-class women while indirectly hampering the
occupational and earnings mobility of higher-class women. In the Swedish wel-
fare model, social rights for mothers go hand in hand with extensive public
social services that are partly the result of the state’s defamilialization of child
and elder care. The state as an employer tends to pay lower-class workers more
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generously and higher-class workers less generously than private employers. It
follows that Gornick and Meyers’s proposal for families’ care needs to be ser-
viced by the state, and some of the reconciliation policies that they advocate,
would most probably undermine the labor market attainments of higher-class
women if they were introduced in the United States.

I now present selected empirical data, which verifies that the occupational
and wage attainments of women in the United States and Sweden are condi-
tional on class position. The results are consistent with my claim that under
Swedish conditions, American women in higher classes would likely be worse
off and in lower classes better off. Rather than comparing the entire class struc-
ture, the analysis is based on two occupational classes—managers at the top and
“menial services workers” at the bottom. The latter category has been described
as the postindustrial working class, encompassing unskilled and semiskilled
work in sales, care work, cleanup, food, and entertainment.44 The selection of
only two class categories was partly dictated by the need to ensure cross-country
comparability, but it also has a theoretical rationale. These two classes represent
different patterns of women’s labor market integration as well as different poles
of the contemporary class structure. The first is the home ground of the glass
ceiling, while the second encompasses the lower reaches of the feminized ser-
vice sector.

The first thing we learn from Table 1 is that there is a substantial difference
in class structure between the two countries. For the age group considered here
(twenty-five to fifty-five), the managerial class is twice as large in the United
States than Sweden. At the same time, reflecting the magnitude of the paid care-
giving sector, the menial services class is considerably larger in Sweden.45

Women have indeed been notably successful in competing with men for jobs in
America’s ample managerial class.46 Not only is the proportion of managers
who are women lower in Sweden, but far more of them (nearly half) owe their
positions to the public sector. When the hourly earnings of managers are divided
into tertiles, women in both countries are much more likely to be found at the
bottom than the top—an indication of the glass ceiling effect. However,
women’s crowding at the bottom of the managerial wage structure and their
exclusion from the top are both significantly lower in the United States. These
findings support my expectation that advantaged women in Sweden would have
more difficulty competing with men for high-class and highly paid positions.
The public sector eases this difficulty in relation to occupational attainment but
not in relation to wage attainment. Swedish women managers who work in the
private sector earn a lot more than their public sector counterparts (10 per-
centiles in terms of the overall earnings structure).

Turning to the menial services class, as expected, it is highly feminized in both
countries.47 However, judging by their wages, the economic position of working-
class women in the services differs dramatically between the two countries.

MICHAEL SHALEV 433

 © 2008 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Central Library Authority on August 10, 2008 http://pas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pas.sagepub.com


Whereas in Sweden, they are distributed equally between the three wage tertiles
of their class, in the United States, they are a lot more likely to be found in the bot-
tom tertile than the top. The effects of this difference are amplified by the massive
wage differential between high- and low-earning menial services workers in the
United States—more than 3:1, compared to near-equality in Sweden. Moreover,
not only inequality within but also between classes is far milder in Sweden.48 It is
reasonable to infer that many of these positive outcomes for Swedish menial ser-
vices women are the result of their high concentration in the public sector. Table
1 shows that in both countries, public employment enhances women’s earnings in
the menial services class. However, because of private sector domination, rela-
tively few American women benefit from this sectoral effect.

Clearly, many of the advantages enjoyed by lower-class women and barriers
to the attainments of higher-class women in Sweden derive from wage-setting
institutions and social policies that promote class equality and earnings com-
pression rather than from work/family policies. However, by measuring
women’s representation in both the class and intraclass hierarchies, I have
sought to isolate gender inequality per se from the effects of the underlying
wage structure.49 The results suggest that Swedish women have a harder time
entering elite positions and are hemmed in by a lower glass ceiling, especially
in the public sector. In contrast, their lower-class compatriots in the services
enjoy intraclass gender equality, and most of them benefit from a sizable bonus
by dint of working for local or central government. Neither of these conditions
applies to American women in the menial services class. It seems plausible that
these systematic differences are related to the unintended effects of family

434 POLITICS & SOCIETY

Table 1
Comparison of Two Occupational Classes in Sweden and the United States

Managers Menial Service Workers

United States Sweden United States Sweden

Class as percentage of all employees 10 5 10 16
% of class who are women 43 35 71 81
% of women in top wage tertile 22 15 28 33
% of women in bottom wage tertile 43 52 38 33
Wage differential within class (tertile ratio) 2.6 2.3 3.1 1.3
Women only:

% in public sector 17 46 13 71
Public–private differential (in percentiles) 0 –10 +6 +7

Note: Author’s calculations from 2001 Current Population Survey (United States) and 2000 Level
of Living Survey (LNU) (Sweden). Wage earners aged twenty-five to fifty-five only. Wage calcula-
tions based on gross hourly earnings. Effective sample size for United States > 4,000; for Sweden,
n = 119 managers and 362 menials. For further details, see Hadas Mandel and Michael Shalev,
“How Welfare States Shape the Gender Pay Gap: A Theoretical and Comparative Analysis,” Social
Forces (forthcoming).
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policies on the incentives facing women and private sector employers as well as
the role of the public sector in paying care workers to perform work that would
otherwise be the domestic responsibility of mothers.

CONCLUSIONS

In spite of continuing asymmetry in the gender division of paid labor, work-
ing women in American now occupy diverse occupational-class positions, and
they are also sharply divided by education and income. While largely unac-
knowledged by Gornick and Meyers, work/family politics are infused by these
class divisions, which pose severe obstacles to the realization of a dual
earner/dual carer gender order. It is unquestionably true that lower-class women
would benefit enormously from free public child care, paid maternity leave, and
a proliferation of decent low-skilled service jobs in the public sector.
Nevertheless, a significant minority of them are committed to a moral economy
that favors traditional gender roles. In contrast, even though the egalitarian
worldviews of economically advantaged women are well aligned with Gornick
and Meyers’s proposals, many of these women find the prevailing dual
earner/private carer system manageable, and they are supported both by govern-
ment tax subsidies and employer initiatives based on the “business case” for
work/family reconciliation. Progressive European policies that socialize child
care and underwrite maternal leave would be opposed to the class interests of
women who find private nannies and high-quality child care affordable.

These circumstances raise three issues that I address in this concluding sec-
tion. First, assuming that there really are class differences in the moral economy
of gender, why should Gornick and Meyers care? Second, they are well aware
of prevailing class inequalities in child care but if anything, they interpret this
as an asset rather than a liability for the political feasibility of their reforms.
Why do I believe they are mistaken? Finally, it may be true that if Swedish-type
family policy and the enlarged public sector that accompanies it were imported
into the United States, this would dampen the mobility prospects of higher-class
women. But are these women aware of the alleged danger and actively conspir-
ing against policy change?

Class and Moral Economy

Gornick and Meyers seek to transcend traditional work/family reconciliation
measures by packaging them with more radical policies aimed at equalizing the
domestic division of labor. The findings presented in the first section of this arti-
cle suggest that traditional policies may represent the upper limit of what many
lower-class women would support. Indeed, they may well prefer even more con-
servative policies, such as paying mothers to care for their own children or
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supporting a “one-and-one-half earner” model. Consequently, it cannot be
assumed that the women most in need of the proposed reforms would react with
enthusiasm if they appeared on the political agenda.

Gornick and Meyers downplay this apparent contradiction. Instead, they
focus on the injustice of current policies toward less affluent families and strive
to legitimate their reform proposals by emphasizing how much they would
improve the welfare of needy mothers and their children. But do Gornick and
Meyers have the right to ignore conflicts between their program and what lower-
class women may actually want?50 Their own justification seems to be that the
opinions held by these women are essentially adaptations to constrained oppor-
tunity structures. Socialization along traditionalist lines, pressure from male
partners, and limited career opportunities indeed make it understandable why
women of humble origins may be more predisposed toward the traditional
household division of labor and find little attraction in paid work. I have already
suggested, however, that while moral economy and political economy are mutu-
ally selecting and reinforcing, they are also at least partly autonomous. As Sayer
puts it, “normative rationales . . . matter greatly to actors, as they are implicated
in their commitments, identities, and ways of life.”51 Moreover, as Uhlmann has
forcefully argued, when sociologists explain away the alien (to them) norms of
working-class families as responses to disadvantage, they may be guilty of
imposing their own habitus and worldview.52

Class and Child Care

For Gornick and Meyers, the regressive distributional consequences of market-
based child care constitute a glaring inequity that policy should address by
assuring quality care for all children and spreading the costs widely. They gloss
over the conflictual implication that the proposed solution would redistribute
income at the expense of more affluent families, and they fail to address the pos-
sibility that advantaged parents have an interest in investing in superior child
care and early education as one means of reproducing their class advantage in
the next generation. Nevertheless, in muted recognition of opposing class interests,
Gornick and Meyers suggest emulating the universal system of social security
for the elderly, which enjoys broad public support. In the spirit of Korpi and
Palme53 they argue that if all classes were to benefit from a public system, soli-
darity would override parents’ narrow calculations of whether they personally
stand to lose or profit (p. 270). However, while this may be true once a universal
public system is in place, it is unclear how it would motivate higher-class consent
to eliminating the present private system.

Gornick and Meyers offer two additional arguments that seemingly reinforce
their expectation of a broad cross-class coalition behind socialized child care.
First, following Crompton,54 they portray the low-paid female labor force in private
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child care as exacerbating the gender pay gap (p. 93). Yet not all women suffer
as a result. It is logically the case that the existence of a poorly remunerated
group of women has the effect of depressing women’s average wage relative to
men. However, if our starting point is that both women and men are differenti-
ated by class, then the phenomenon of low-paid nannies primarily signifies
unequal class relations among women.55

Gornick and Meyers also suggest that a public system of child care would
benefit nearly all families because only the privileged can afford private care,
but it is arguable where the affordability line should be drawn. From a compar-
ative perspective, private child care ought to be relatively inexpensive in the
United States. The reasons include (1) nonregulation of child care workers’
training and qualifications, (2) immigration policies that permit the inflow of
caregivers from low-wage countries, (3) the conspicuous lack of direct or indi-
rect state support for raising the wage floor, and (4) tax subsidies that partially
offset private expenditure on child care.56 Orloff claims that even “slightly bet-
ter-off households” are able to afford private care, which is consistent with the
evidence presented earlier in this article.57 Still, insofar as middle-income pro-
fessional women find that high-quality private child care solutions are a serious
drain on their income, they might find common cause with lower-class women
in fighting for socialized child care. Equally possible, however—and in my
view, more likely—is that middle-class families experiencing a child care
squeeze will follow the predictions of path-dependency theorists and demand
increased tax relief rather than a radical change in the system.

Class and the Labor Market

Work/family reconciliation policies and the expansion of sheltered public sec-
tor employment that they generate may be essential for “weak” women to com-
bine motherhood with paid work. But they undermine the potential labor market
attainments of “strong” women by crowding them into feminized enclaves and
fueling statistical discrimination by private employers. In developing counterfac-
tual predictions for the United States based on the Swedish experience, I have
already conceded that not all of the relative disadvantage of Swedish women at
the higher end of the class structure can reasonably be attributed to the ripple
effects of family policies. Some may be due to the different skill regimes that
characterize the two countries, which may have made private sector firms in the
United States more amenable to recruiting women into high-level positions.
Another difference between the two countries, which has arguably worked in
favor of American women’s entry into managerial and professional jobs, is the
role of legislation and state regulation in promoting equal opportunity for
women.58 Chang argues that North American states have prioritized this type of
“equal access intervention” over the “substantive” interventions (reconciliation
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policies) favored in Scandinavia and that this has been consequential for the rate
of sex desegregation of elite occupations.59

Notwithstanding these and other potentially confounding features of the
American context, it is fair to conclude that adoption of the Swedish family pol-
icy regime would be at odds with the interests of advantaged women. Inversely,
the benefits of Swedish policies for disadvantaged women would clearly be
amplified by the weakness of lower-class workers in America’s highly commod-
ified labor market. Public child care, rights to parental leave and other forms of
paid time off for care, and the transfer of child and other care work to the public
sector would greatly curtail the current negative interplay between lower-class
women’s dual vulnerabilities as mothers and workers. In turn, shrinkage of the
female and low-wage segment of the workforce would undermine the market-
based modes of defamilialization that are currently so important for easing the
work/family conflicts that face higher-class women.

Are members of the latter group aware of and concerned by these potential
threats to their relatively privileged position? Perhaps not, but their class inter-
ests nevertheless form a resilient barrier to the realization of Gornick and
Meyers’s vision. The reason is that both higher-class women and the pressure
groups which they dominate favor liberal feminism and its sibling—liberal
political economy.60 They do so for good reason: both resonate well with their
life experiences. It is true that, as critics point out, the status quo imposes tough
choices between motherhood and career and makes heavy demands on the time
and energy of those who opt for both. Nevertheless, middle- and upper-class
women are able to navigate the status quo by purchasing marketized care and
housekeeping services, sometimes with government subsidies, by utilizing sup-
ports for mothers’ employment offered by self-interested employers, by taking
advantage of America’s higher education system (where money speaks much
louder than gender), and by benefiting from institutionalized state and corporate
guarantees of equal opportunity at work. In short, advantaged women have good
reason to preemptively forfeit social rights earmarked for mothers and to avoid
compromising on lower-paid but mother-friendly public sector jobs. Note,
however, that this probably applies more to white than black women. College-
educated African American women are far more reliant on the public sector for
opportunities to enter managerial and professional occupations, suggesting the
hypothesis that whiteness may be an implicit condition for women to pursue the
market-based route to emulating male success.61

The interests of advantaged women will not necessarily and always prevent
at least some of them from joining coalitions with women from less advantaged
classes in support of family policy reform. That depends to a great extent on pol-
itics, but comparative studies suggest that the political opportunity structure in
the United States is relatively unfavorable to such a scenario.62 In Scandinavia,
the combination of powerful unions, governing social-democratic parties, and
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strong states encouraged the development of cross-class coalitions of women.
Solidaristic trade unions integrated their growing female membership by
“adopting policies that benefited women in the same way as they benefited all
low-paid workers”63 and also by acting as trailblazers, introducing gender-
equality policies through collective agreements before they ever reached the leg-
islative arena.64 In parallel, a common interest in big government developed
between social-democratic governments and women employed as social service
workers.65 In contrast, in the United States, decentralization and fragmentation
of both organized labor and the state have favored an “individualistic legalistic
approach” that has yielded significant victories but primarily “at the upper end
of the occupational spectrum.”66

To conclude, class interests and the character of class and gender politics
stand in the way of moving the United States toward a radically different set of
employment and family policies. True, political economy is not everything.
Current literature acknowledges a much greater role than conceded hitherto for
the role of new ideas in bringing about radical changes in policy,67 and this is,
of course, the motivation for Gornick and Meyers’s tireless promotion of their
utopian vision. Nevertheless, they have also taken on the challenge of infusing
political plausibility into their program. Families That Work cogently defends it
against a variety of obstacles, which are often said to prevent European-style
policies from being adopted in the United States, including labor market struc-
ture, political institutions and culture, demography, and diversity. The factor that
is conspicuously missing from this list, although it is connected to several of
those that do get attention, is the difficulty of constructing a cross-class coali-
tion—first and foremost of women—in favor of their proposals. I have sought
to argue that this constitutes a fundamental barrier to the advent of gender-
egalitarian policy activism in the United States.
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