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A Gender Reversal  

On Career Aspirations 
Young Women Now Top Young Men 

in Valuing a High-Paying Career  
 

By Eileen Patten and Kim Parker 

 

In a reversal of traditional gender roles, young 

women now surpass young men in the 

importance they place on having a high-paying 

career or profession, according to survey 

findings from the Pew Research Center. Two-

thirds (66%) of young women ages 18 to 34 

rate career high on their list of life priorities, 

compared with 59% of young men.1 In 1997, 

56% of young women and 58% of young men 

felt the same way.  

 

The past 15 years have also seen an increase in 

the share of middle-aged and older women 

who say being successful in a high-paying 

career or profession is “one of the most 

important things” or “very important” in their 

lives. Today about the same share of women 

(42%) and men (43%) ages 35 to 64 say this. In 

1997, more middle-aged and older men than 

women felt this way (41% vs. 26%).  

 

The survey question about career success is 

part of a battery that asks respondents to 

weigh the importance of key aspects of life. For 

men and women of all ages, being a good 

parent and having a successful marriage 

continue to rank significantly higher on their 

                                                        
1 Current numbers are based on combined responses from two Pew Research Center surveys, one conducted Jan. 14-27, 2010 

and one conducted Dec. 6-19, 2011. Data were compared and results were similar. They were combined in order to increase 

sample size and reliability. 

Career Importance, by Gender 

% of 18-34-year-olds saying being successful in a 

high-paying career or profession is “one of the most 

important things” or “very important” in their lives 

 

Note: “Somewhat important,” “Not important” and “Don’t 
know/refused” responses not shown. Based on adults ages 
18-34. In 1997, n=188 for women and n=195 for men. In 
2010/2011, n=610 for women and n=703 for men. 

Source: 2010/2011 data combines two Pew Research Center 
surveys from Dec. 6-19, 2011, and Jan. 14-27, 2010. 1997 
data from Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard Univ. survey, 
Aug. 14-Sep. 7, 1997.  
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Women and Career Importance, 

by Age 

% of women saying career success is “one of the most 

important things” or “very important” in their lives 

 

Note: “Somewhat important,” “Not important” and “Don’t 
know/refused” responses not shown. Based on women ages 
18-64; in 1997, n=534 and in 2010/2011, n=1,181.  

Source: 2010/2011 data combines two Pew Research Center 
surveys from Dec. 6-19, 2011, and Jan. 14-27, 2010. 1997 
data from Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard Univ. survey, 
Aug. 14-Sep. 7, 1997.  
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list of priorities than being successful in a high-

paying job or career. Thus, the increased 

importance women are now placing on their 

careers has not come at the expense of the 

importance they place on marriage and family.  

 

Background: Women, Work and 

Education  

 

Over the course of the past four decades, 

women have been making significant gains in 

their labor force participation and educational 

attainment. 

 

In 2010, women made up almost half of the 

labor force (46.7%). In 1997, women made up 

46.2% of the labor force, and back in 1970 

women made up only 38.1% of the labor force.2 

 

There was some speculation that women’s 

share of employment could surpass men’s 

during the 2007-2009 Great Recession—often 

referred to as the “Mancession” because of 

disproportionate job losses in male-dominated 

fields such as construction and manufacturing.  

However, women have fared worse than men 

in the recovery that began in mid-2009.3 

 

On the education front, women have made 

substantial strides in recent decades and now 

surpass men in both college enrollment and 

completion. Some 44% of women ages 18 to 24 

were enrolled in college or graduate programs 

as of October 2010, compared with just 38% of 

men in the same age group.4 In addition, 36% 

                                                        
2 See U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Women in the Labor Force: A Databook,” Report 1034, Dec. 2011. 
3 See Rakesh Kochhar, “The Demographics of the Job Recovery,” Pew Hispanic Center, March 21, 2012. 
4 See the U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, published tables. 

Men and Career Importance, by 

Age 

% of men saying career success is “one of the most 

important things” or “very important” in their lives 

 

Note: “Somewhat important,” “Not important” and “Don’t 
know/refused” responses not shown. Based on men ages 
18-64; in 1997, n=512 and in 2010/2011, n=1,308. 

Source: 2010/2011 data combines two Pew Research Center 
surveys from Dec. 6-19, 2011, and Jan. 14-27, 2010. 1997 
data from Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard Univ. survey, 
Aug. 14-Sep. 7, 1997.  

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Women and Men Approach Parity 

in Labor Force 

Share of labor force that is men, women, 1970-2010 

 

Note: Annual averages based on civilian noninstitutional 
population age 16 and older. For changes to the Current 
Population Survey (CPS) over time, see 
www.bls.gov/cps/eetech_methods.pdf. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Women in the 
Labor Force: A Databook,” Table 2, Dec. 2011 
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of women ages 25 to 29 had a bachelor’s degree, compared with only 28% of men in the same 

age group—a record-high divergence. Women first surpassed men in these realms in the early 

1990s, and the gap has been growing wider ever since.5  

 

In spite of their educational advantage and increased presence in the workplace, women 

continue to lag behind men in terms of earning power. In 2010, women who were full-time or 

salaried workers had median weekly earnings of $669, compared with $824 for their male 

counterparts. Still, women have made big 

strides in attaining equal pay. In 1979, when 

data of this sort began being collected, women 

earned on average 62% of what men earned. 

After steadily rising for the past two and a half 

decades, the growth in the women’s-to-men’s 

earnings ratio settled around 2004 and has 

remained in the 80-81% range since then.6  

 

Today’s wage gap is smaller among young 

workers than among their older counterparts. 

Among all workers ages 16 to 34, women’s 

earnings are more than 90% of men’s; this 

ratio drops for women ages 35 to 64, who earn 

80% or less of what men earn across the board. 

While this could signal a changing workplace, 

women have tended to fall behind men as their 

careers progress, so it remains to be seen 

whether this is an age or generational 

phenomenon.7 

 

As all of these long-term trend lines attest, there have been significant changes over the   

decades in the experiences of women and men in the labor force. Attitudes have changed as 

well. A 1978 Gallup survey asked respondents to rate how much they agree with the following 

                                                        
5 See Pew Research Center Social & Demographic Trends project, “Women See Value and Benefits of College; Men Lag on Both 

Fronts, Survey Finds,” Aug. 17, 2011.  
6 See U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Highlights of Women’s Earnings in 2010,” Report 1031, July 2011. 
7 There are several explanations for women’s lower earnings. One contributing factor is that professional women are not as well 

represented in higher paying job groups, such as computer and engineering fields, and are overrepresented in lower paying job 

groups, such as education and health care (See U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Highlights of Women’s Earnings in 2010,” Report 

1031, July 2011). Also among the reasons is that women who have children earn less than men of a similar age and less than 

their childless counterparts (See Bryce Covert, “One Mancession Later, Are Women Really Victors in the New Economy?” The 

Nation, Feb. 27, 2012). 

The Earning Curve 

Women’s earnings as a percent of men’s, 1979-2010 

 

Note: Annual average median weekly earnings of full-time 
and salaried workers in 2010 dollars. For changes to the 
Current Population Survey (CPS) over time, see 
www.bls.gov/cps/eetech_methods.pdf.  

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Highlights of 
Women’s Earnings in 2010,” Table 12, July 2011  
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statement: “Commitment to a meaningful career is very important to me.” Back then, 67% of 

young men ages 18 to 34 agreed strongly, while only 53% of young women said the same.8  The 

latest Pew Research survey question, while worded somewhat differently, shows young women 

valuing career success more than young men.  

 

Family Still Trumps Career  

 

Though women are increasingly focused on 

college and career, the share who place 

marriage and parenthood high on the list of 

priorities is undiminished. For both men and 

women, being a good parent and having a 

successful marriage remain much more 

important than career success.  

 

The shares of working-age women and men 

who say having a successful marriage is “one of 

the most important things” or a “very 

important” thing in their lives exceed 80% 

now, just as they did in 1997. And the shares 

who place a high priority on being a good 

parent exceed 90% in both years. In 

comparison, only about half of women or men 

place the same level of importance on 

professional success. 

 

However, when the analysis is limited to the share saying marriage and parenting are “one of 

the most important things,” some changes emerge over time. At the same time that young 

women are focusing more than young men on their career, they also are placing a higher value 

than young men on both marriage and parenthood. 

 

The share of women ages 18 to 34 who say that having a successful marriage is one of the most 

important things in their lives has risen nine percentage points since 1997, from 28% to 37%.  

 

                                                        
8 Based on a survey conducted through in-person interviews by the Gallup Organization, April 14-17, 1978, N=1,523. Question 

wording: “Now I would like to read you thirteen statements. Would you tell me after each whether you strongly agree, 

moderately agree, are uncertain, moderately disagree, or strongly disagree? … Commitment to a meaningful career is very 

important to me.”  

Marriage and Parenthood Highly 

Valued for Men and Women 

% saying … is “one of the most important things” or 

“very important” in their lives 

 

Note: “Somewhat important,” “Not important” and “Don’t 
know/refused” responses not shown. Based on 18- to 64- 
year-old women (n=1,181) and men (n=1,308). 

Source: 2010/2011 data combines two Pew Research Center 
surveys from Dec. 6-19, 2011, and Jan. 14-27, 2010. 
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On the other hand, the share of young men 

ages 18 to 34 who say that having a successful 

marriage is one of the most important things 

has dropped from 35% in 1997 to 29% now.  

Today a significantly smaller share of young 

men (29%) than young women (37%) list 

marriage as one of their highest priorities; this 

represents a change from 1997, when men and 

women were statistically equal on this 

measure.   

 

Among middle-aged and older women, the 

share placing the highest priority on marriage 

has risen only marginally during this time 

(32% to 37%). The share of middle-aged and 

older men who now say that a successful 

marriage is one of the most important things in 

their life has increased nine percentage points 

since 1997 and is nearly equal (36%) to the 

share of middle-aged and older women who 

say this today.  

 

Parenting ranks even higher on the list of 

priorities for both women and men. The share 

of young women who rate parenting as a top 

priority has increased dramatically in recent 

years: up 17 percentage points. Today, nearly 

six-in-ten (59%) women ages 18 to 34 say 

being a good parent is one of the most 

important things in their life. The share of 

young men who feel this way is 47% now, up 

from 39% in 1997.  

 

Both middle-aged and older women and men 

are significantly more likely to place parenting 

at the top of their priorities today than in 1997. 

More than half (56%) of women and nearly 

half (49%) of men ages 35 to 64 say being a 

Importance of Marriage Among 

Young Women and Men  

% of … saying having a successful marriage is “one of 

the most important things” in their lives 

 

Note: “Very important,” “Somewhat important,” “Not 
important” and “Don’t know/refused” responses not shown. 
Based on 18- to 34-year-olds. In 1997, n=188 for women 
and n=195 for men; in 2010/2011, n=802 for women and 
n=935 for men. 

Source: 2010/2011 data combines two Pew Research Center 
surveys from Dec. 6-19, 2011, and Jan. 14-27, 2010. 1997 
data comes from Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard Univ., 
Aug. 14-Sep. 7, 1997.  
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Importance of Parenting Among 

Young Women and Men 

% of … saying being a good parent is “one of the most 

important things”  in their lives 

 

Note: “Very important,” “Somewhat important,” “Not 
important” and “Don’t know/refused” responses not shown.  
Based on 18- to 34-year-olds. In 1997, n=188 women and 
n=195 men; in 2010/2011, n=802 women and n=935 men. 

Source: 2010/2011 data combines two Pew Research Center 
surveys from Dec. 6-19, 2011, and Jan. 14-27, 2010. 1997 
data comes from Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard Univ., 
Aug. 14-Sep. 7, 1997.  
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good parent is one of the most important things, with increases of 13 and 11 percentage points, 

respectively.  

 

The increased value placed on marriage and 

family does not necessarily reflect the broader 

societal trends in these areas. Young adults 

today are marrying at lower rates and later 

ages than ever before—only a third (33%) of 

18- to 34-year-old women are now married, 

compared with nearly three quarters (73%) of 

women this age in 1960. The median age for 

first marriage is now 27 for women, up from 

20 in 1960.9 And the median age for first-time 

mothers is now 24, up from 22 in 1960.10 So 

while marriage and family still remain among 

women’s top priorities, many are delaying 

these milestones when compared with earlier 

generations.  

 

But women in today’s workforce who do marry 

and have children are not necessarily leaving 

their careers to do so. Today’s woman often 

balances her career with her husband and 

children. Fully 48% of married couples in 2010 

consisted of two breadwinners.11 The share of 

dual-employed couples was slightly higher in 

1997 (53%).12 Back in 1975, however, the share 

of families with both a husband and wife in the 

labor force was only 34%.13 

 

Today more than seven-in-ten mothers with children at home are in the labor force. The labor 

force participation rate of mothers with children younger than 18 has risen from 47% in 1975 

                                                        
9 Data based on Pew Research Center analysis of the 2010 American Community Survey and D’Vera Cohn et al., “Barely Half of 

U.S. Adults Are Married — A Record Low,” Pew Research Center Social & Demographic Trends project, Dec. 14, 2011. 
10 See Wendy Wang and Paul Taylor, “For Millennials, Parenthood Trumps Marriage,” Pew Research Center Social & Demographic 

Trends project, March 9, 2011. 
11 See “Employment Characteristics of Families, 2010,” Bureau of Labor Statistics News Release, March 24, 2011.  
12 See “Employment Characteristics of Families, 1997,” Bureau of Labor Statistics News Release, May 21, 1998.  
13 See Stella Potter Cromartie, “Labor Force Status of Families: A Visual Essay,” Monthly Labor Review, July/Aug. 2007.  

Labor Force Participation Rate of 

Mothers, 1975-2010 

% of ... in the labor force 

 

Note: Children include biological children, as well as 
stepchildren and adopted children. Data from 1994 on are 
not directly comparable with data for 1993 and earlier 
because of the introduction of a major redesign of the 
Current Population Survey. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Women in the 
Labor Force: A Databook,” Table 7, Dec. 2011 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 



7 

PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

 

www.pewsocialtrends.org 

 

to 71% in 2010, a 24-percentage-point increase. For mothers with children younger than six 

the share in the labor force is slightly lower (64%) than for mothers whose children are ages six 

to 17 (77%).14  

 

Generally, the public is supportive of more active roles for women in the workplace. A 

September 2011 Pew Research poll found that 73% of Americans feel that the trend toward 

more women in the workforce has been a change for the better in our society.15 Furthermore, 

an October 2010 Pew Research poll found that a majority (62%) of the general public feels that 

a marriage where the husband and wife share the responsibilities of work and children is more 

satisfying than a more traditional marriage with a male breadwinner. However, the public 

remains conflicted about the impact these changes have had on young children. When asked 

whether the trend toward more mothers of young children working outside the home is a good 

thing or a bad thing for society, only 21% of Americans said it is a good thing. Some 37% said 

this is a bad thing for society, and roughly the same share (38%) said it hasn’t made a 

difference. 16    

                                                        
14 See “Employment Characteristics of Families, 2010,” Bureau of Labor Statistics News Release, March 24, 2011.  
15 See “The Generation Gap and the 2012 Election,” Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, Nov. 3, 2011. 
16 See “The Decline of Marriage and Rise of New Families,” Pew Research Center Social & Demographic Trends project, Nov. 18, 

2010. 
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COMBINED TOTAL N=4,068 
 

NOTE: ALL NUMBERS ARE PERCENTAGES. THE PERCENTAGES GREATER THAN ZERO BUT LESS THAN 0.5 
% ARE REPLACED BY AN ASTERISK (*). COLUMNS/ROWS MAY NOT TOTAL 100% DUE TO ROUNDING.  
 

ASK ALL:17 
Here are some goals that people value in their lives. Some people say these things are very important to them. Others say they 
are not so important. Please tell me how important each is to you personally. First [INSERT FIRST ITEM (ITEM e. 
SHOULD NOT COME FIRST); RANDOMIZE], is that one of the most important things in your life, very important but 
not the most, somewhat important, or not important? How about [INSERT NEXT ITEM]? [REPEAT AS NECESSARY “is 
that one of the most important things in your life, very important but not the most, somewhat important, or not important?”] 
 

 a. Being successful in a high-paying career or profession18 
 

 WOMEN  MEN   

Total 
 

18-34 
 

35-64 
 
18-34 35-64 

 Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard 
Aug 1997 

9  18 7  11 9   One of the most important things 9 
39   48 35  47 34   Very important but not the most 32 
32 26 34  31 37 Somewhat important 39 
19 8 24  10 20 Not important 20 
1 * 1  * * Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) * 
 (n=610) (n=571)  (n=703) (n=605)   

 

b. Having a successful marriage 
 WOMEN  MEN   

Total 
 

18-34 
 

35-64 
 
18-34 35-64 

 Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard 
Aug 1997 

36  37 37  29 36 One of the most important things 31 
48  49 46  53 47 Very important but not the most 55 
8 9 8  9 8 Somewhat important 7 
7 5 7  8 8 Not important 7 
1 * 1  1 1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 
 (n=802) (n=789)  (n=935) (n=826)   

 

 c. Being a good parent 
 WOMEN  MEN   

Total 
 

18-34 
 

35-64 
 
18-34 35-64 

 Washington Post/Kaiser/Harvard 
Aug 1997 

53 59 56  47 49 One of the most important things 41 
40  36 37  43 43 Very important but not the most 54 
2 1 2  3 2 Somewhat important 2 
3 3 4  5 3 Not important 2 
2 1 1  1 3 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 1 
 (n=802) (n=789)  (n=935) (n=826)   

 

                                                        
17 Current numbers are based on combined responses from two Pew Research Center surveys, one conducted Jan. 14-27, 2010 

and one conducted Dec. 6-19, 2011. Data were compared and results were similar. They were combined in order to increase 

sample size and reliability. 
18 This item was only asked of Form 1 in the Dec. 2011 survey. 


