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the Workforce Face Substantial Barriersthe Workforce Face Substantial Barriers

Despite their increasing presence in the workforce, women are more likely than men to experience interruptions 
in their careers. This is due largely to time spent caring for children or elderly family members. Women still face 
real barriers when re-entering the workforce; many return to less skilled, lower paid positions than those they left.

Women remain much more likely than men to experience career 
interruptions, largely due to domestic responsibilities.

One in four women leaves her job around the time of the birth of her fi rst child.1

Among mothers with children younger than one year old, only 53.8 percent are in the labor force.2

Caring for an elderly relative is also often the reason for a gap in workforce involvement. Thirty four 
million adults (16 percent of population) provide care to adults 50+ years.3 Women are more likely than 
men to be family caregivers. Studies suggest that between 59 and 75 percent of family caregivers are 
women.4,5,6

For women, eldercare has a signifi cant impact on advancement at work. One third of caregivers decrease 
their work hours, 29 percent pass on promotions, training or assignments, 22 percent take a leave of 
absence, 20 percent switch from full to part time employment, 16 percent quit and thirteen percent retire 
early.7

When choosing to re-enter the workforce, women face substantial barriers.

While more than one third (37 percent) of highly qualifi ed women take time out of the workforce, the 
majority (93 percent) want to return to work. However, this can be more diffi cult than they anticipate. 
Only 74 percent succeed in re-entering the workforce and only 40 percent make it back into full time 
employment.8

Over ninety percent of women who are seeking to re-enter the workforce would welcome training on 
current technologies and skill sets.9

When asked to describe their hunt for a job after deciding to return to work, 50 percent of mothers said 
they were frustrated and 18 percent said the experience was depressing.10

The affordability of child care services is an issue for many women in deciding whether or when to return 
to work.11 Among the 22 percent of working poor families headed by single mothers who paid for child 
care, 40 percent spent at least half of their cash income on child care, and another 25 percent spent 40 to 
50 percent.12

Displaced homemakers face specifi c, unique barriers to entering the 
workforce.

Displaced homemakers are women who have spent an extended period of time outside of the workforce 
caring for a family but who have lost their main source of income through divorce, separation or 
widowhood.13

In 2003, there were 7.3 million displaced homemakers under 65 in the U.S.14

Forty two percent of displaced homemakers were in poverty as of 2003.  Another 16 percent were near 
poverty.15
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Displaced homemakers often lack the education or job training necessary to get jobs that will support 
themselves or their family. For example, 58 percent of displaced homemakers have not completed 
education beyond a high school diploma or GED.16

A disproportionate number of displaced homemakers are working in low wage positions, with a little 
more than one half (51%) earning a personal income of less than ten thousand dollars. a year Twenty four 
percent earn between ten and twenty thousand dollars a year.17

There are both immediate and long term costs to leaving the job market.

On average, women lose 18 percent of their earning power when they take time off. This number rises 
to 37 percent if the absence exceeds three years.18

On average, women who take time off lose more than one million dollars over the course of their 
career.19 If they take three or more years off, they will lose 37 percent of their earning power.20
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Women Work! The National Network for Women’s Employment is a nonprofi t, nonpartisan 
organization that advances economic justice and equality for women through education, advocacy and 
organizing. Since 1978, the Network has assisted more than 10 million women to successfully enter, re-
enter and advance in the workforce. Through supporting, advocating and increasing women’s economic 
self-suffi ciency, Women Work! members strengthen families and communities. 


