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Women and
Economic
Empowerment

Kitty Dukakis and Vivian Li

This article proposes a women 's economic agenda to help fulfill the needs ofworking

women. Thefirst component outlined is the appointment ofwomen who are sensitive to the

needs ofall women, including the poor, to key decision-making positions. The agenda

then callsfor employers to recognize changing workforce demographics by initiating

programs that can accommodate the needs ofsingle-person as well as dual-income house-

holds. Thefinal component is an argumentfor the implementation ofpay equity.

At few times in our history have women played a more important role in our econ-

omy than they currently do. They are entering the work force in unprecedented

numbers. Since 1987, 60 percent of the women in New England have been in the work

force, a number exceeded only during wartime. Three out of every five women over the

age of sixteen are either employed or actively seeking work.' This is up considerably from

only a decade ago, when one out of every two women were in the work force.
2
It is estimated

that by the year 2000, women and minorities will make up 75 percent of new entrants into

the work force.

In spite of the enormous contributions women make to the economy, most employers

still structure the workplace as though the Leave It to Beaver family were the norm. Oth-

erwise, why is our country one of only two industrialized countries (the other being South

Africa) that doesn't provide paid parental leave for parents and doesn't have an adequate

child-care system? Women continue to be paid less than men in spite of the fact that they

do comparable work and are in many cases single head of household.

Based on our discussions and experiences around the country during the 1988 Presiden-

tial campaign, we believe that a women's economic agenda must be developed to help

further the needs of working women. Such an agenda must incorporate several compo-

nents: appointment of women to key decision-making positions; establishment of family-

responsive programs that recognize the changing family structure; and aggressive

implementation of pay equity. It is in the interest of elected officials as well as employers

to adopt such an agenda.

Kitty Dukakis is the First Lady ofthe Commonwealth ofMassachusetts. Vivian Li is the adviser on women 's

issues to Massachusetts Governor Michael S. Dukakis.
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Appointment ofWomen to Key Positions

Crucial to the economic empowerment of women is the appointment of women to key

policy as well as judicial positions. We are encouraged by both the number and caliber of

women appointed to top management positions in Massachusetts state government and in

the courts.

In 1989, for the third year in a row, Massachusetts was commended by the National

Women's Political Caucus on its appointment of women to cabinet positions. As an exam-

ple of Massachusetts 's commitment to women appointments, Deborah Prothrow-Stith, a

Harvard-trained internist from Boston City Hospital, in 1987 became the first woman
(and first black woman) ever to head the $300 million state health department. Carmen

Canino-Siegrient in early 1989 became the first woman (and woman of color) to head the

state's largest agency, the $3 billion Department of Public Welfare.

Maria Lopez became the commonwealth's first female Hispanic judge when Governor

Michael Dukakis appointed her in 1988. She sits on the Chelsea District Court, listening

to cases in a heavily Spanish-speaking community. Barbara Dortch became the first black

woman to be appointed to the Superior Court, making her a credible candidate for a future

appointment to the state's highest court, the Supreme Judicial Court.

Such appointments are significant not only because they are of women but, more im-

portant, because these women are committed to furthering the agenda of other women,

including the poor and those who are just getting by. We know all too well that appoint-

ment of women solely on the basis of sex can result in little more than the status quo at

best. Witness the much-heralded appointment of Sandra Day O'Connor to the U.S. Su-

preme Court. Women as a group come out ahead only when women appointees to key

positions can empathize and help those still striving to meet basic needs.

A second reason to applaud the appointments in Massachusetts is that women are found

in increasing numbers in "nontraditional" areas. The appointment of Jane Garvey to head

the state's $130 million Department of Public Works is a clear signal that women have

finally overcome the barriers to managing historically male-dominated agencies.

Programs That Recognize the Changing Work Force

Changing demographics, the increasing importance of women in the work force, and the

shortage of labor in the workplace make it imperative that employers initiate programs to

accommodate the needs of single-person as well as dual-income households. Such mea-

sures as job training programs, affordable quality child care, dependent-care leave, and

universal health care must, at a minimum, be provided so that women can participate fully

in the work force.

Training Programs

Given the smaller pool of workers in the generation now in high school (known as the

"baby bust" generation), it appears to us good public policy to focus on job training pro-

grams, particularly those which might help underutilized groups, for example, public

assistance recipients. That is why, beginning in 1983, Massachusetts initiated its innova-

tive Employment and Training (ET) Choices program. The program, which has served as

a model for national welfare reform, is noteworthy because it incorporates a comprehen-

sive approach to employment. Not only does it provide job training for participants, but it
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also guarantees participants child care, health care, and other services. ET graduates

automatically receive four months of Medicaid coverage, which can be extended to

fifteen months, depending on individual circumstances.

The program has made a significant difference to poor women, helping to put more

than 57,000, many of whom were on welfare, in jobs. 3 The jobs, moreover, are not just

unskilled jobs. Of those obtained through the state, 18 percent were in the service sector,

17 percent in word processing/secretarial, 12 percent in manufacturing/mechanic trades,

11 percent in the professional/managerial area, 10 percent in data entry operator/cashier

jobs; the rest were in nine different occupational categories, ranging from construction

(4 percent) to farming (one percent).
4 The earnings from these jobs are impressive. As of

1988 the average full-time wage for ET graduates was $15,000 annually, more than twice

the maximum yearly welfare grant for an AFDC family of three. 5

Of those who graduate from the ET program, 85 percent who leave welfare are still off

welfare a year later.
6 The incentive to stay off public assistance is compelling: besides

earning wages higher than welfare benefits, ET participants receive services designed to

ease the transition from welfare to work. Programs such as ET, which couple training

with other support services, are key in helping women get off public assistance and on the

road to economic stability.

Child Care

Women's participation in the work force is increasing steadily. Those with children under

the age of six form the largest growing segment of women, with 51 percent of mothers of

newborns returning to work before the baby's first birthday.
7 Without available child care

or preschool programs, many of these women so important to the work force cannot par-

ticipate adequately. Massachusetts became the first state to address this problem by estab-

lishing a state-supported child-care program, the Governor's Day Care Partnership, in

1985. The program, involving close public and private sector cooperation, has helped to

strengthen and expand affordable quality child care.

Beginning in 1985 the commonwealth committed $67. 1 million to the purchase of day-

care services for low-income families and families in crisis. During the fiscal year ended

June 1989, the state was providing $150 million for day care for low-income families out

of a total $162 million spent by the state for child-care programs. Overall, the number of

children in state-supported day care has nearly doubled in just six years, from approxi-

mately 18,600 in fiscal year 1983 to a projected 31,600 at the end of fiscal year 1989. 8

The bulk of state funds for child care is used to help ET graduates during the critical first

year after job placement. After that the state provides subsidized day-care coverage under

its contracted day-care system, which offers payment on a sliding fee scale based on abil-

ity to pay.

Poor women, in particular, find the lack of affordable child care a barrier to employ-

ment. The major reason given by ET graduates not employed a year after they first found

a job was their problems with child care. The fact that child care is an integral part of the

ET program may also help explain why 57 percent of ET participants are women with

children under the age of six.
9 Although women with young children who receive public

assistance are exempt from work requirements, many still chose to participate in the ET
program because the availability of affordable day care makes it possible for them to earn

higher wages.
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But this is just the beginning. We must see an increase in the supply of child care not

only for low- and moderate-income families, but also for middle- and upper-middle-class

households. According to data generated by the state's Corporate Child Care program,

there are only 97 near or on-site day-care centers in the entire state, with 70 percent oper-

ated by government, universities and colleges, hospitals, and nursing homes. Statewide,

only 302 private employers of 158,343 companies, or fewer than one percent, provide any

child-care assistance. 10

One recommendation for increasing the availability of child-care slots is requiring

developers either to provide child care or to contribute to a day-care fund as a condition

of development. This concept, known as child-care linkage, was adopted by the Boston

Redevelopment Authority for Boston's Midtown Cultural District in 1988. Already, two

projects planned for the Cultural District will set aside 24,000 square feet for 282 chil-

dren in day-care centers. The Boston Redevelopment Authority projects that a total of 630

child-care centers will be created in the next few years as the Cultural District is devel-

oped." In San Francisco, one of the first cities to implement the child-care linkage con-

cept, three projects will begin contributing $1 million into a linkage fund in 1990. I2

Aside from increasing the supply of child care, employers are also helping employees

defray the cost of child care through a variety of options, ranging from cash subsidies to

fringe benefits. The commonwealth is helping its employees through the latter approach

by implementing a Dependent Care Assistance Plan (DCAP). Utilizing changes in the

federal Tax Reform Act of 1986, Massachusetts will establish a payroll deduction system

that lets employees use pretax dollars for child care. Currently, income used to pay for

child care is first taxed and also subject to social security withholding. Under the DCAP
plan, an employee who, for example, spends $3,000 per year for child care would not have

to pay income tax on this amount (up to $5,000 spent for child care is eligible for income

tax exemption)

.

In addition, we need to continue to work to increase the salary of day-care workers.

While we in Massachusetts have increased the average salaries for these employees by 50

percent in the past five years, more must still be done to enable such providers to recruit

and retain quality staff. It is a sad commentary on our society that many day-care workers

are paid the same hourly wages as people who scoop ice cream at a local soda fountain

and considerably less than those who pick up garbage.

Maternity Leave and Dependent-care Leave

More and more often, employers are confronted by employees distracted by family re-

sponsibilities such as caring for a sick child, spouse, or parent. In an overwhelming ma-

jority of cases, women are still the ones who must attempt to juggle work and family

responsibilities and forgo work to care for sick family members. Employers, recognizing

the impact on productivity and morale that such responsibilities create, have begun to

reshape their policies to help employees better balance conflicting responsibilities.

In Massachusetts, we have seen more flexible maternity and adoptive leave policies

initiated. By law, women who work for an employer with six or more employees are enti-

tled to eight weeks of unpaid maternity leave with job security and a continuation of bene-

fits. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts, the state's largest employer, has gone one step

further by providing its female and male employees with parental-leave benefits. A parent

of a newborn or a newly adopted child may take eight weeks of parental leave, with job

security and a continuation of benefits, subject to the approval of the supervisor (to date,
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all requests for parental leave have been approved). Vacation and personal time may be

used for such leave. Thus mothers of newborn children can, by combining maternity and

parental leave, take up to sixteen weeks of leave.

Increasingly, employers are also recognizing that their employees have caregiving

responsibilities for an elderly population. Demographic information indicates that the

proportion of persons aged sixty-five and older is increasing relative to the rest of the

population, and that for persons sixty-five or older, the population is aging." By 1990, it

is estimated, 14 percent of the population in Massachusetts will be sixty-five or older.
4

Furthermore, those eighty-five years or older are the fastest growing segment of this

group. In 1980 the proportion of males over sixty-five who were at least eighty-five years

old was 7.4 percent, and the proportion of females over sixty-five who were at least eighty-

five years old was 11.8 percent. I5

Given the advances in medical technology and the standard of living, more and more

people are living longer. However, between a quarter to a third of the elderly need assis-

tance in activities of daily living, such as bathing, dressing, and eating.
16 For those aged

sixty-five to sixty-nine, the person providing the assistance is likely to be a spouse. For

those older than that, however, the care is usually given by other family members or agen-

cies.
17

Women, who by and large are the primary providers of such care, spend an average of

eighteen years caring for an aging parent, compared to seventeen years caring for a child.
18

State Representative Mary Jane Gibson has introduced landmark legislation that would

allow employees to take time off, with some wage replacement, to care for sick family

members. She describes her proposal elsewhere in this volume, but suffice it to say that the

idea of paid dependent-care leave must be on the agenda of public officials in the 1990s.

Universal Health Care

We believe that health care must be considered a right, not a privilege. Those who have

stable employment, good health, and adequate health coverage often take the importance

of health care for granted. Sadly, 37 million Americans, including 12 million children, do

not have any health insurance nearly forty years after Harry Truman first proposed the

idea of national health insurance. ' 9

The United States and South Africa are the only two industrialized countries in the

world that do not provide basic health insurance for their people. In Massachusetts ap-

proximately 600,000 residents, a majority ofwhom are women, do not have health insur-

ance. 20 While some of these residents are unemployed, over two thirds of them are in

families whose head of the household is employed but whose employer does not provide

any coverage. 21

Women who leave welfare for jobs with small-business employers who don't provide

health coverage, poor pregnant women and mothers with children under the age of five,

and disabled children in families without health coverage must be freed from worry about

access to the health care system because of a lack of health insurance.

Pay Equity

A key element in the economic empowerment of women must be equal pay at the work-

place. It is unacceptable that wives on average still earn less than half as much as their

husbands do; that women, on the whole, earn just 65 cents for every dollar earned by

199



New England Journal of Public Policy

men; and that women of color, on average, earn even less.
22 During the 1988 Presidential

campaign we talked time and again about the fact that the time had come for paycheck

justice. We must do more than just give lip service to pay equity: we must institute

changes to be sure that women no longer receive lower wages for jobs requiring skills

comparable to higher-paying jobs held disproportionately by men.

Beginning in the early 1980s, the state Joint Legislative Committee on Comparable

Worth examined the state system and found symptoms of sex-based wage discrimination: a

work force segregated by sex along traditional lines, with female-dominated jobs at the

low end of the pay scale.
23

In response to this inequity, with the strong support of the governor and the state legisla-

ture, Massachusetts in 1984 began an effort to ensure pay equity for state employees. The

governor invited the state unions back to the bargaining table to negotiate salary upgrades

for the most severely underpaid female-dominated job categories. This effort resulted in

2,800 employees in female-dominated jobs receiving increases totaling approximately

$3.8 million.

In 1985 and 1987, when the state was in the midst of general contract negotiations for

state employees, the administration again used the opportunities to incorporate pay equity

into the collective bargaining process. As a result of a reclassification study that revised

job descriptions, many of which were for female-dominated jobs, nearly 34,000 state

employees were upgraded. The cost of these upgrades over a four-year period totaled $58

million.

In 1988 the administration completed a review of the job evaluation system used for

state positions. Based on that study, we are modifying our job evaluation system to give

greater emphasis to the skills required for those job categories that are traditionally fe-

male dominated. 24 For example, we now incorporate a "human services" factor when

evaluating jobs in an effort to capture the job dimensions related to the provision of human

services (i.e., accountability for the physical, social, and psychological welfare of oth-

ers).
25 We also expanded the definition of workplace conditions not only to include physi-

cal work effort factors (which appeared oriented to male-dominated jobs) but to take into

account the requirement for focused, sustained attention in repetitive situations for pro-

longed periods. 26

The administration's most recent changes in the job evaluation system will assure that,

over the long term, women-dominated job categories will be fairly evaluated. We believe

that our efforts to date, ranging from immediate salary upgrades to institutional changes

in job evaluation, have made a significant difference for female state employees. Yet those

in the private sector still suffer from the inequities we initially identified among state

employees. Private sector employers need to be vigilant in their efforts to monitor and

correct wage inequities in their work force.

One final thought. Using our voice, our money, and our vote, we can help to bring about

the changes outlined above. The year 1990 will mark the seventieth anniversary of wom-
en's suffrage, yet women are slow to recognize their collective power at the ballot box. If

there was one theme that distressed us during the 1988 campaign, it was that one vote

can't make a difference, that the candidates were all the same.

We need to remind our friends, our colleagues, and our neighbors that informed, voting

women can change the direction of our society. We know that in 1986 women voters made

the difference in nine U.S. Senate elections, no small point during the nomination hear-

ings of Judge Robert Bork to the U.S. Supreme Court. In 1989 many credited the issue of
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choice and reproductive rights as decisive factors in our country's only two gubernatorial

elections and in the mayoral race in New York City. We must encourage more women to

run for office and to embrace an economic agenda that helps all women. And we must

continue to support and vote for good men and women who are pushing for the economic

equality we seek.

Wouldn't it be a fitting celebration of the beginning of the twenty-first century if women
together elected a majority of public officials committed to a women's economic

agenda?^
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