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Gender Pay Gap Emerges After First Year on the Job

By SARAH E. NEEDLEMAN

From CareerJournal

It doesn't take long for male bachelor's-degree graduates to financially outpace their female counterparts upon entering the work force, a new study shows.

After one year of full-time employment, women earn 20% less than their male colleagues, according to a study conducted by the American Association of University Women (AAUW) a Washington-based nonprofit. The group compared the salaries of two populations of working professionals by analyzing data from the U.S. Department of Education. Despite a 10-year spread in the survey samples, the results showed about the same gap in pay among men and women after their first year on the job.

The study sample included 9,000 bachelor's-degree recipients from the 1992-1993 school year and more than 10,000 who graduated during the 1999-2000 school year. For the first group, the study also compared the wages of men and women after 10 years and found that the gap widened, with women by then earning 31% less than men.

The findings also showed 25% of the women profiled during the 10-year period completed some graduate education compared to 19% of men. In addition, 42% of the women held an occupational license or certification versus 34% of the men, the study shows.

While more women major in subjects that historically lead to jobs that pay less, the study shows that for men and women who specialize in the same area, the wage gap persists, though at different levels. For example, women who majored in education, a female-dominated field, received salaries 5% less than male education majors in their first year on the job. In mathematics, a male-dominated major, women earned nearly 25% less than men in their first post-college jobs.

Grade-point average also doesn't play a significant role in the pay gap between men and women, according to the study. The women sampled had a slightly higher grade-point average than their male peers, and when analyzed by major, women received higher marks than men in every field, including math and science.

The survey's results are also striking given that women took on slightly more than half of U.S. jobs created in the first part of the decade and made gains in securing the most lucrative openings, according to a Bureau of Labor Statistics report. Between 2000 and 2005, women posted a net increase of 1.7 million jobs paying above the median salary, while men gained just over 220,000, the study shows. (For more, see "Women Outpace Men In Number of New Jobs.")

Dawn Germain, a 2006 graduate of Virginia Polytechnic Institute, says she's surprised by AAUW's findings. Her employer, a 300-employee financial-services firm in Tyson's Corner, Va., indicated that her starting pay of $48,500 was the same as every other staff consultant who'd joined the company, she writes in an email. "I thought we had come to a place in society where women and men were treated equally, including salaries," explained Ms. Germain, 31 years old. "I've never been one to keep up on current events regarding women's rights or feminism, but in general I thought we were more equal."

One possible reason for the disparity in pay between recent male and female college graduates is that women overall tend to be poor negotiators, says Wendy Alfus-Rothman, president of the Wenroth Group, a New York consortium of business psychologists. "Women have a tendency, once they land a position, to think, 'Now I all I have to do is perform well and the right things will happen for me,' " she explains. But to be financially rewarded in the workplace, professionals need to promote themselves, she says. "You cannot hint about having done a good job. You must point it and out and know what you want to happen."

For men, self-promotion is natural, adds Dr. Alfus-Rothman. "Men score once and they focus on the next point -- how they're going to make it, where it's going to come from," she says. "Women score once and they want people to clap and appreciate the finesse of the play. Both work, but one will get you higher scores."

Lise Flores-Reed, manager of research at WorldatWork, a Scottsdale, Ariz.-based nonprofit that specializes in workplace compensation, benefits and rewards, says the problem stems from long-standing bias against women in the work force -- not a lack of negotiation skills among women. "We have a lot of deeply traditional ideas about gender roles," she says. "It's a systemic discrimination."

For young women, the problem is even more poignant, says Dr. Flores-Reed. "At the same time that women are ramping up their professional careers, they are also are considering marriage and family roles," she says. As a result, there is a perception that women are not as committed to their careers as men, she explains.

While women tend to improve their negotiating skills as they mature in their careers, it can be difficult for them to catch up to their male counterparts, says Frances Bolles Haynes, co-author of "101 Salary Secrets: How to Negotiate Like a Pro" (Ten Speed Press, 2001). The problem can be even more severe for women who enter the work force when the economy is poor, she adds.

"When people perceive the market to be bad, they believe they shouldn't negotiate," she says, "They think I'm just lucky to have the job so I'm not going to rock the boat."

Still, the roughly 1,000 college seniors and M.B.A.s who join General Electric Co. every year after graduation all start out earning the same amount, says Steve Canale, manager, recruiting and staffing services for the company based in Fairfield, Conn. "The salaries are set for everybody independent of where they're from, their gender or ethnicity," he says. "They're nonnegotiable."

But recent graduates' salaries can change after the first year on the job when they become eligible for merit increases, says Mr. Canale. "It's how they differentiate themselves once they're here that will determine their salary growth," he explains. "It absolutely depends on performance."

One piece of good news is salaries for this year's graduates are higher than for last year's, according to a new report from the National Association of Colleges and Employers. Starting pay offers rose for bachelor's-degree graduates in 26 out of 29 majors, the study shows. Among business majors, marketing graduates enjoyed the largest increase -- 10.3% -- for an average salary offer of $41,285.

What's more, nearly 60% of employers surveyed by NACE report plans to hire more college graduates this year than last. They expect to increase recruiting for this group by about 20%, the survey shows.

-- Ms. Needleman is associate editor at CollegeJournal.com.

Email your comments to sarah.needleman@wsj.com.
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