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Abstract 

Human capital theory, market signalling theory and credentialism are explored 
as ways of explaining the relationship between formal education and socioeco-
nomic status. For both men and women, years of schooling and diplomas or 
degrees help to ensure access to high-skill jobs which carry high socioeconom-
ic status. The market signalling approach is relevant for men because skills, are 
positively associated with socioeconomic status: employers value diplomas and 
degrees if they indicate that employees bring high skill levels to the labour mar-
ket. The market signalling approach is not confirmed for women in this study. 
Some economists suggest that human capital theory is limited because it 
assumes women make voluntary choices to limit their education and job experi-
ence in favour of family responsibilities. Credentialism, by discounting the 
importance of skills acquired in school, ignores the issue of gender-based 
power differences that are related to skills. New theories are needed to address 
the issues of work and family commitments for both women and men. 
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Résumé 

Cette étude examine la pertinence des théories du capital humain, des signaux 
donnés au marché, et de l'identité sociale pour expliquer le rapport entre les 
études académiques formelles et le statut socio-économique d'un individu. Dans 
le cas des hommes comme des femmes, plus le niveau de scolarisation est élevé, 
plus on peut présumer que le statut socio-économique susceptible d'être atteint 
sera élevé. La théorie des signaux donnés au marché s'applique à la situation 
d'emploi des hommes puisqu'on observe une relation positive entre les 
connaissances acquises et le statut socio-économique atteint: les employeurs 
valorise donc le diplôme obtenu en autant qu'il dénote d'une formation de haut 
niveau adaptée au marché du travail. Cependant, selon cette étude, cette 
théorie ne décrit pas adéquatement la situation des femmes sur le marché du 
travail. Au surplus, certains économistes croient que la théorie du capital 
humain est inappropriée puisqu'elle suppose que les femmes choisissent 
volontairement de limiter la durée de leurs études et leur expérience 
professionnelle au bénéfice de leurs responsabilités familiales. Parallèlement, 
les approches analytiques examinant l'importance de l'identité sociale en tant 
que déterminant du statut socio-économique, en négligeant de tenir compte des 
aptitudes acquises à l'école, ignorent l'impact différentiel de l'éducation selon le 
sexe par rapport au pouvoir économique. De nouvelles théories doivent donc 
être développées pour poser le problème en fonction de ces limites, et pour 
corriger les inégalités afin d'atteindre l'équilibre entre les responsabilités 
professionnelles et familiales pour les hommes autant que pour les femmes. 

Since Wor ld W a r II, educa t i ona l spend ing has been a top pr ior i ty fo r 
policy-makers in all Western industrialized countries, reflecting widely held 
beliefs that education enhances both national prosperity and individual success. 
At the individual level, studies of the impact of schooling on income and pres-
tige levels have confirmed this view; however, most of these studies are ground-
ed in theories of economic inequality developed during the 1960s when the 
labour force was dominated by men. With increases in women's levels of edu-
cational attainment and labour force participation, some economists, sociolo-
gists and higher education theorists have questioned the adequacy of these 
theories as explanations for women's labour market experience. It is not clear 
that women benefit from their education in the same way that men do. They are 
less likely to complete advanced degrees and they are concentrated in the 
humanities and the social sciences. When they leave the educational system and 
enter the labour force, they are frequently employed in low paid, low status 



Gender Education and Socioeconomic Status 21 

jobs. Gender differences in educational attainment and occupational status may 
have implications for future research and the shaping of educational policy. 

This study addresses these gender differences by re-examining the eco-
nomic and sociological perspectives most commonly used to explain the effects 
of schooling on earnings and occupational prestige.1 More importantly, it 
expands the focus of most existing studies by deriving separate analyses for 
women and men. It concludes with an interpretation of the findings in light of 
existing theories, suggesting new theoretical directions which will incorporate 
the work and family aspects of women's experience. 

Both economists and sociologists have advanced theoretical explanations 
for the relationship between formal education and occupational success. Two 
economic perspectives and one sociological approach are reviewed in this 
paper. From neoclassical economics, human capital theory is based on the 
premise that the labour market is open and competitive. In this competitive cli-
mate, wages are determined by the amount of human capital that workers pos-
sess. Human capital consists of knowledge and skills acquired in school so, 
according to this argument, those who stay in school the longest build up sup-
plies of human capital that will make them the most productive workers 
(Becker, 1964). Some economists contend that increasing years of employment 
experience also contribute to human capital reserves (Mincer, 1974). Those 
with >the most years of education and experience receive the highest earnings 
and occupational prestige because they make the greatest contribution to pro-
ductivity. 

Although human capital theory focuses on the experience of men, it sug-
gests that women's wages are relatively low because they leave the labour mar-
ket to bear and raise children, forfeiting the opportunity to build up stores of 
human capital (Mincer & Polachek, 1974). These views have recently been 
modified to reflect the growing participation of women in the labour force. 
Becker now argues that, in dual-earner families with children, husbands are 
more productive in the workplace than their wives because women expend more 
energy on household duties than on their paid work (1985). Thus, even though 
men and women may have similar stores of human capital and work the same 
number of hours in the labour force, women are less specialized and, as a result, 
earn less than their male counterparts. According to some economists, this ver-
sion of human capital theory remains committed to the goal of workplace pro-
ductivity, while ignoring the division of labour in the family and the possibility 
of discriminatory hiring and promotion practices as explanations for gender dif-
ferences in earnings or prestige (Stevenson, 1988). Others criticize human 
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capital theory on the grounds that it assumes individuals make voluntary choic-
es about the level of their investment (Cohen, 1982; MacDonald, 1984). 

A second economic perspective, the market signalling or filter theory of 
higher education, suggests that higher education acts as a screening device, 
selecting the most promising students and preparing them for the workplace 
(Arrow, 1973; Spence, 1973; Thurow, 1975). According to this view, years of 
completed education are important because they indicate that individuals have 
learned some job-related skills in school. However, educational credentials in 
the form of diplomas and degrees send a signal to employers that graduates 
have specialized knowledge and will readily absorb additional skills through 
occupational training. Employers can increase productivity by hiring people 
with credentials because they will not require a heavy investment in training 
costs. 

Both human capital and market signalling theories link educational 
achievement to productivity: increased education means higher skill levels and 
these are reflected in higher earnings and occupational prestige for the most 
productive individuals. A competing argument, known as credentialism, is 
found in the sociological literature. The credentialist view sees education as a 
medium for shaping values and imparting the beliefs of a dominant group. 
Marxist interpretations of credentialism argue that the education system encour-
ages people to be compliant, preparing them for jobs where obedience is valued 
(Bowles & Gintis, 1976). The Weberian version of credentialism suggests that 
culture is symbolically created through day-to-day communications, so that 
successful students master the culture of the most influential status groups by 
acquiring the manners and habits necessary for occupational success (Collins, 
1971, 1979; Parkin, 1979). Proponents of credentialism generally agree that 
skills learned in school are less important than group membership in determin-
ing earnings and prestige. A strict credentialist approach is apparent in Collins' 
argument that "schooling is very inefficient as a means of training for work 
skills" (1971, p. 1007). According to this view, years of schooling and diplomas 
or degrees lead to increased earnings and higher occupational prestige by effec-
tively socializing students, not by imparting skills that are critical to job perfor-
mance. 

These three perspectives suggest three different predictions in regard to 
educational attainment and occupational prestige (Bidwell, 1989). According to 
human capital theory, education is valued because it provides skills and knowl-
edge needed in the workplace. By implication, the theory predicts that each 
additional year of completed education is associated with an increase in socio-
economic status.2 
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According to market signalling theory, education is useful in two ways. 
First, years of completed education send a social signal to employers, demon-
strating that individuals have acquired some skills and knowledge in school. 
Second, educational credentials are more powerful than years of education as 
determinants of occupational success. They indicate that certificate-holders 
have crossed important transitional points in the educational system, gaining 
more specialized knowledge and skills with each degree earned. Both years of 
education and diplomas or degrees provide skills that lead to increased socio-
economic status but the most valued skills are associated with credentials. Thus, 
if occupational skill requirements are held constant, the effects of diplomas and 
degrees will disappear. 

According to credentialism, each additional year of schooling represents 
commitment to the values, attitudes and beliefs of the dominant group, leading 
to jobs with high prestige. Diplomas and degrees strengthen this commitment, 
helping to ensure access to the best jobs. Education does not necessarily provide 
skills, so the effects of schooling, diplomas and degrees will remain strong, 
even when occupational skills are held constant. 

The research literature bearing upon the relative merits of these three theo-
ries is inconclusive. American status attainment studies have repeatedly con-
firmed a positive relationship between educational attainment and occupational 
status when social origins are held constant (Blau & Duncan, 1967; Featherman 
& Hauser, 1978).' Canadian researchers have reported that formal education 
affects the status of entry level jobs, and the link between education and occu-
pational status has been strengthened over time (Boyd et al„ 1985); however, 
status attainment studies deal only with levels of education, disregarding the 
contribution of credentials in explaining occupational status. As a result, they 
have been interpreted by invoking human capital theory or related approaches, 
but they have failed to indicate exactly how education and socioeconomic status 
are connected. Also, most have relied on occupational prestige scales designed 
to measure men's status, inviting criticism from feminist writers for their failure 
to explain underlying gender inequities (Acker, 1980).4 

Miller, Kohn, and Schooler (1986) have broadened the status attainment 
conceptualization of education as schooling. They report that, if school work is 
both substantively complex and performed without close supervision, students 
learn self-direction that will be useful in the workplace. Although they link edu-
cation to occupational attainment, they confine their analysis to males and 
identify a self-directed approach that is characteristic of academic streams and 
upper-level white-collar jobs.5 
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Studies supporting the credentialist approach are rare, and findings are gen-
erally mixed (Jencks et al., 1972); however, Faia defends credentialism, assert-
ing that educa t iona l ce r t i f i ca t ion is a " s i gn i f i c an t ri te of p a s s a g e " 
(1981, p. 1093). He distinguishes certification from years of schooling, report-
ing that high school diplomas, college degrees and graduate degrees are associ-
ated with heightened levels of occupational prestige. Years of college are also 
linked to occupational prestige but years of public/secondary schooling are not. 
Faia finds the strongest certification and schooling effects for respondents under 
forty but he does not pursue potential gender differences. 

In summary, a substantial body of literature has been generated around the 
issue of education, earnings and occupational prestige but both theory and 
research generally reflect the experience of males. Human capital theory has 
assumed that women are less productive than men because they leave the labour 
force periodically to bear and raise children (Mincer & Polachek, 1974). This 
has strengthened a view of women's work roles as secondary to their domestic 
duties, so most status attainment studies have focused exclusively on men 
(Featherman & Hauser, 1978; Jencks et al., 1972; but see Treiman & Terrell, 
1975; Featherman & Hauser, 1976; Sewell et al., 1980; Turrittin et al., 1983). 
Other studies have employed random sampling techniques but have either ana-
lyzed males and females together or eliminated women entirely (Faia, 1981; 
Miller et al., 1986).<> 

Comparative analyses of women and men are important because distinct 
gender differences are apparent in several key areas. Although overall levels of 
educational attainment are similar for women and men in Canada, women are 
less likely than men to complete advanced degrees.7 While women have made 
significant inroads in male-dominated areas of study, they are still found large-
ly in the humanities and social sciences (Canada, 1990). Also, where men are 
evenly distributed across the occupational structure, women in the labour force 
are concentrated in a small number of relatively low-paying occupations, char-
acterized by weak labour force attachment. These and other factors leave 
women in a disadvantaged position, relative to men. 

DATA AND METHODS 

This analysis is based on data from the Social Change in Canada survey, con-
ducted by T. Atkinson, B. Blishen, M. Ornstein, and M. Stevenson at the 
Institute for Social Research at York University, Downsview, Ontario. This is a 
three-wave national study of adults, based on a multi-stage, stratified-cluster 
design, carried out in 1977, 1979 and 1981. The 1981 sample, consisting of 
3,953 respondents, provides the basis for this study because it contains the 
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necessary measures of education. Because the analysis is confined to respon-
dents in the labour force, the number of valid cases is reduced to 2,431.8 

Six variables were used in the analysis: the dependent variable was socio-
economic status and the independent variables included two measures of educa-
tion, number of years with present employer, number of hours worked per week 
and occupational skill requirements. 

Socioeconomic status was represented by scores on two separate socioeco-
nomic indexes—the Blishen-McRoberts index for men and the Blishen-Carroll 
index for women. The index for men's scores was based on Pineo-Porter (1967) 
prestige scores, income and education levels of occupations taken from 1971 
Census data (Blishen & McRoberts, 1976). Women's scores were generated in 
the same way, using the income and educational characteristics of female 
incumbents of occupations(Blishen & Carroll, 1978). Although these socioeco-
nomic indexes are widely used, their utility has been debated by many social 
scientists. Marxist and feminist writers have criticised them on theoretical 
grounds for their reliance on the status attainment tradition, arguing that they 
fail to identify structured inequalities between women and men (Burawoy, 
1977; Acker, 1980; Horan, 1978; Stanworth, 1984). 

The link between socioeconomic indexes and occupational prestige scores 
has also been cited as problematic. Prestige scores for men and women are 
almost identical, in spite of obvious structural inequities in the labour market 
(Boyd, 1986). This has led some critics to conclude that women's socioeconom-
ic scores are inflated, and of limited use in comparative studies (England, 1979; 
Fox & Suschnigg, 1989). Quest ions about the construct validity of the 
Pineo-Porter prestige scores have also been raised. These scores are based on 
the subjective ranking of occupations but results can differ according to the edu-
cation, occupation, income, race, ethnicity or gender of those doing the ranking 
(Guppy & Goyder, 1984). Others have found that the sex composition of an 
occupation can affect prestige rankings (Guppy & Siltanen, 1977). Although the 
efficacy of socioeconomic indexes is dependent on the analytical value of pres-
tige scores, Blishen et al. argue that they have minimized the contribution of 
prestige scores in the construction of their indexes (1987).' Finally, some social 
scientists have identified methodological problems with separate socioeconomic 
indexes for men and women, especially in male- or female-dominated occupa-
tions.11) 

In spite of these criticisms, separate male and female indexes are used in 
this study because, in my opinion, they are the most effective measures of 
socioeconomic status available. It is true that women's scores are almost the 
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same as men's scores. This pattern does not reflect the male-female earnings 
differential. It is probably related to occupational sex segregation: women are 
concentrated in a limited number of female-dominated, typically white-collar 
occupations. In spite of their low pay, these jobs carry higher occupational pres-
tige than most blue-collar jobs. In contrast, men's jobs range across the entire 
occupational spectrum, with relatively small numbers of incumbents in manage-
rial and professional positions and a greater concentration in blue-collar jobs. 
Since the purpose of this study is to examine gender differences in the relation-
ship between education and socioeconomic status, the Blishen scores used to 
measure socioeconomic status do not detract from this purpose. 

The first measure of education was based on the number of years complet-
ed and the second indicated the highest level of cer t i f ica t ion achieved . 
Respondents were asked "How many years of schooling have you completed 
altogether?" and "What is the highest level of education that you have complet-
ed?". Certification or highest level of education was recoded as five dichoto-
mous var iab les—no diploma or degree, high school diploma, Bache lo r ' s 
degree, Master's degree and Professional degree or Ph.D., with l=present and 
0=absent. Number of years with present employer was used as a measure of 
work experience and number of hours worked per week was used to measure 
labour supply. 

Information on job skill requirements was provided by a scale of cognitive 
complexity developed from the Canadian Classification and Dictionary of 
Occupations 1971 worker-trait data (Hunter & Manley, 1986; Hunter, 1988). 
The scale is a composite drawn from forty-three different aspects of the task 
requirements of approximately 6,500 different occupations, collapsed to match 
the 486 occupational categories of the 1971 Census. The scale of cognitive 
complexity includes such variables as scientific and technical work, intelli-
gence, abstract and creative work, general educational development, and numer-
ical, verbal, or spatial perceptions of work, referring generally to the application 
of knowledge or analytical thought to occupational tasks.11 

ANALYSIS 

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations for the study variables, for 
men and women separately. In line with previous findings, men and women 
have similar Blishen scores.12 Blishen scores do not reflect gender inequities in 
earnings, but our primary concern here is with the impact of the independent 
variables on these scores. Mean levels of schooling are similar, but men are 
more likely than women to acquire advanced degrees. Gender differences are 
more pronounced for number of years with present employer and number of 
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Table 1 
Means and Standard Deviations Study Variables-
Men (N= 1.269) and Women (N=1.162)» 

Variable 

Men 

X s 

Women 

X s 

Years of schooling 12.71 3.94 12.87 3.23 
High schoolb .44 .50 .58 .49 
Bachelor's ' .13 .33 .11 .31 
Master's <i .04 .19 .02 .15 
Ph.D., professional ' .03 .16 .01 .08 
Years employer 8.67 9.40 5.64 6.27 
Hours per week 42.66 11.45 34.19 12.04 
Blishen score 46.06 15.79 46.69 14.53 
Cognitive complexity .29 1.01 .21 .81 

3 Numbers of cases vary slightly because of missing values 
b High school = 1, other = 0 
c Bachelor's degree = 1, other - 0 
i Master's degree = 1, other = 0 
c Ph. D. or professional degree = 1, other = 0 

hours worked per week: on average, men have three more years with their pre-
sent employer and work eight and a half hours more per week than women. 

Table 2 shows the results of the regression of socioeconomic status on 
years of schooling and four dichotomous variables for educational certificates. 
For both men and women, a significant increase in socioeconomic status is evi-
dent for each additional year of schooling attained and for each of the certifica-
tion variables. When years of education squared was added to the equations, no 
significant increment to R2 was evident. This suggests that the relationship 
between years of schooling and socioeconomic status is linear. The effect of 
formal education on socioeconomic status appears to include both schooling 
and certification. However, we cannot establish theoretical links at this point 
because both of these educational effects are supported by human capital theo-
ry, market signalling theory and credentialism. 
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Table 2 
Unstandardized Regressions of Socioeconomic Status on Years of Schooling 
and Certificates. Men (N= 1,253) and Women ("N-1.154) 

Regression Coefficient 

Independent Variable Men Women 

Years of schooling 1.49*" 2.01*** 
High school3 2.01* 4.24'" 
Bachelor's • 10.61"' 10.07"« 
Master'sa 10.10"* 15.48"' 
Ph.D., Professional1 12.49"' 11.84*" 
Constant 24.25"' 16.76*" 
Adjusted R« .34'" .42*" 

a All dummies scored 0, 1. 1 = present. Omitted category is less than high 
school graduation 
* = p<.05, " = pc.01, "* = p<.001 

Table 3 
Unstandardized Regressions of Cognitive Complexity on Years of Schooling 
and Certificates. Men CN= 1.253) and Women CN=1.154) 

Independent Variable 

Regression Coefficient 

Men Women 

Years of schooling .075"' .116*" 
High schoola .160* .124' 
Bachelor's » .729"' .298" 
Master'sa .859'" .555*" 
Ph.D., Professionala 1.234"* .728'" 
Constant - .896** - 1.405"* 
Adjusted Rs .311"* .333*" 

» All dummies scored 0, 1. 1 = 
school graduation 
' = p<.05, " = p<01, " ' = p<.001 

present. Omitted category is less than high 
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Table 4 
Uns t anda rd i zed Regres s ions of S o c i o e c o n o m i c S ta tus on Cogn i t i ve 
Complexity. Men CN= : 1,257") and Women (N=1.156) 

Independent Variable 

Regression Coefficient 

Men Women 

Cognitive complexity 
Constant 
Adjusted Rs 

13.17'" 14.72'" 
42.29'" 43.64»" 

.71"' .68"' 

' = p<05, " = p<.01, " ' = p<.001 

According to market signalling theory, both years of schooling and certifi-
cates lead to high-skill jobs. These jobs, in turn, carry high socioeconomic sta-
tus. Conversely, credentialism in its strictest form holds that years of schooling 
and certificates are not related to high-skill jobs, and skill is not associated with 
high socioeconomic status. In Table 3, cognitive complexity is regressed on 
years of schooling and certificates. Jobs that are high in cognitive complexity 
are linked to additional years of schooling and certificates for both men and 
women. Table 4 presents the regression of socioeconomic status on cognitive 
complexity, indicating that high-skill jobs are also associated with heightened 
socioeconomic status. These findings are not consistent with the strict interpre-
tation of credentialism. 

If more education leads to higher skill jobs and heightened socioeconomic 
status, then how can this be explained on theoretical grounds? If the market sig-
nalling approach holds, then occupational skill requirements should explain 
most of the relationship between certificates and socioeconomic status. If cre-
dentialism prevails, then certificates should be more important than skills in 
predicting socioeconomic status. This argument is tested by regressing socioe-
conomic status on years of schooling, certificates and cognitive complexity. The 
results, shown in Table 5, reveal pronounced gender differences. For men, none 
of the certification variables is significant. The market signalling approach is 
supported because diplomas and degrees appear to be valued by employers if 
they provide a supply of employees with high skill levels. For women, all levels 
of certification, except Ph.D. or professional degrees remain significant when 
occupational skills are held constant. Market signalling theory is not relevant 
because credentials appear to be valued for themselves, not because they guar-
antee useful skills. 
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Table 5 
Unstandardized Regressions of Socioeconomic Status on Years of Schooling. 
Certificates, and Cognitive Complexity. Men (N= 1.253) and Women (N=1.154) 

Independent Variable 

Regression Coefficient 

Men Women 

Years of schooling .60*" .62"' 
High school11 .12 2.74"* 
Bachelor's i 1.99 6.48"' 
Master's 3 - .05 8.79"* 
Ph.D., Professional» -2 .10 3.07 
Cogntive complexity 11.82*" 12.04'" 
Constant 34.84"' 33.68"' 
Adjusted Rs .73"' .73*" 

a All dummies scored 0, 1. 1 = present. Omitted category is less than high 
school graduation 
' = p<.05, " = pc.01, "* = p<.001 

Table 6 shows results for the fully specified equations in which socioeco-
nomic status is regressed on years of schooling, certificates, years with present 
employer, hours worked per week and cognitive complexity. Once again, 
certificates have no significant effect on socioeconomic status for men, whereas 
all levels of certification except Ph.D. or professional degrees remain strong for 
women. Years of schooling and cognitive complexity are statistically significant 
for both sexes, while hours worked per week is significant for men only and 
years with employer is significant for women only. The market signalling 
explanation is still appropriate for men, but not for women. 

DISCUSSION 

These findings fail to support human capital theory (Becker, 1964, 1985) as an 
explanation for the relationship between formal education and socioeconomic 
status. It is true that years of schooling are associated with heightened socioeco-
nomic status for both sexes when the remaining variables are held constant; 
however, women do not benefit from educational certification in the way that 
men do. 
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Table 6 
Unstandardized Regressions of Socioeconomic Status on Years of Schooling. 
Certificates. Years with Present Employer. Hours Worked per Week, and 
Cognitive Complexity. Men (N= 1.242) and Women (N= 1.1441 

Independent Variable 

Regression Coefficient 

Men Women 

Years of schooling .57"' .68"' 
High school a .03 2.61"* 
Bachelor'sa 1.72 6.34"' 
Master'sa - .30 8.68"' 
Ph.D., Professional a -2 .13 3.22 
Years with employer - .01 .15"' 
Hours per week - .16" ' - .03 
Cognitive complexity 12.08"' 11.83"* 
Constant 42.17"' 33.40"' 
Adjusted Rs .75"* .73"' 

a All dummies scored 0, 1. 1 = present. Omitted category is less than high 
school graduation 
' - p<.05, " = p<.01, *" = p<.001 

The results indicate that the market signalling view is relevant for men in 
this study (Arrow, 1973; Spence, 1973; Thurow, 1975). Their skills are valued 
by employers and their certificates are accepted as evidence that they bring 
useful skills to the labour market. Women do not share this experience: certifi-
cates are important but skills are not valued in the way that they are for men. 

Finally, the strict credentialist argument (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Collins, 
1971, 1979; Parkin, 1979) fails to explain the links between education and 
socioeconomic status for either men or women because it assumes that educa-
tion does not provide marketable skills. In this study, years of schooling and 
diplomas or degrees lead to high-skill jobs for both sexes. 

How then can the experience of women be explained in theoretical terms? 
Existing theories are not adequate to address gender differences in educational 
at tainment and occupational success. Human capital theory focuses on 
productivity and the maximization of profits, without explaining why women, 
rather than men, leave the labour force or devote more energy to household 
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duties than paid work. Economists who challenge the neoclassical view argue 
that it assumes men and women have equal opportunities to achieve in school 
and in the workplace but women make voluntary choices to limit their human 
capital by choosing specific educational programs, learning "women's" skills 
and moving into female-dominated areas of work (Cohen, 1982; MacDonald, 
1984). MacDonald suggests that neoclassical economic theories can be 
reshaped to accommodate women's experience by recognizing their work with-
in the home as unpaid labour. 

The strict credentialist view is also limited where women are concerned 
because it does not address the issue of education and skills. Skills are impor-
tant, especially when considered in light of gender differences. Women and men 
acquire different kinds of skills in the educational system, they are placed in 
segregated occupations on the basis of their skills, and differential skills rein-
force power differences in the workplace. Much more work is needed to gain an 
understanding of skills in the context of power relationships (Gaskell, 1986; 
Smith, 1990). 

Although critics of existing economic and sociological theories offer hope 
for an expanded vision, current theoretical perspectives fail to explain the find-
ings for this study. It has been demonstrated here that education and skills oper-
ate differently for men and women; however, it is not sufficient to report gender 
differences in training and the amount of work experience gained. A broader 
theoretical view would incorporate the other half of women's lives—the domain 
of the family. Sound educational policies reflecting gender differences in educa-
tion and work experience depend on research which examines women's expec-
tations in regard to their educational attainment, their work patterns and their 
family time. This could be considered in light of employers' perceptions and 
overriding societal beliefs about the work and family commitments of women 
and men. 

Notes 

1 M e a s u r e s of s o c i o e c o n o m i c s ta tus have var ied over t ime. The t e rms 
"occupational prestige" and "occupational status" arc used here in reference to previous 
research. 

Socioeconomic status in this context consists of earnings and occupational 
prestige. The empirical definition of socioeconomic status is presented in the methods 
section. 

^ In status attainment studies, occupational status incorporates measures of income 
and occupational prestige. See Bielby (1981) for a summary of this literature. 
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^ Sec Boyd (1986) for a discussion of the inclusion of women in status attainment 
models. 

^ MacKinnon and Anisef (1979) extend earlier status attainment work by adding 
self-assessment as a predictor of aspiration/attainment but their sample is confined to 
Grade 12 males in Ontario. 

^ See Eichler (1988) for a discussion of gender insensitivity in her discussion of 
sex-related bias in research. 

n 
In 1987, women earned 53% of the bachelor's degrees, 45% of the master's 

degrees and 29% of the Ph.D. degrees (Canada, 1990, p. 47). 
o 

The questionnaire design eliminates students, those doing housework and those 
who are retired, unemployed, disabled or on strike. The sample includes both full-time 
and part-time workers, although it is not possible to separate these two groups. If the 
Statistics Canada designation of part-time work as "less than thirty hours per week" 
(Wallace, 1983, p. 39) is used, then 14% of the respondents are part-time workers. 

Q 
Sec Blishen et al. for a detai led discussion of the composi t ion of the 

socioeconomic scales (1987, pp. 469^170). 
As an alternative to separate male and female indexes, Boyd has developed a 

"total" index based on the income and educational characteristics of men and women for 
occupa t ions l isted in the 1971 Census (1986) . In a compar i son with the 
Bl i shen-McRober t s and Bl ishen-Carrol l indexes, she reports that the level of 
male-female disparity is slightly higher in her index, making it a more realistic measure 
of sex differences in socioeconomic status. 

^' The scale of cognitive complexity is one of eight different measures of the skill 
and task requirements of occupations, designed to reflect a range of theoretical variables. 
A detailed discussion of the theoretical literature and the factor analyses used to derive 
these scales is presented by Hunter and Manley (1986) and Hunter (1988). 

12 
Blishen et al. report median 1981 socioeconomic scores of 39.19 and 38.15 for 

men and women, respectively (1987, p. 472). 
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