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Women make up a majority of the U.S. population

They earn almost 60 percent of undergraduate degrees,
and 60 percent of all master’s degrees.2
They earn 47 percent of all law degrees,
and 48 percent of all medical degrees. 3
They earn more than 44 percent of master’s degrees in
business and management, including 37 percent of MBAs. 4

Women are 50.8 percent
of the U.S. population.1

They are 47 percent of the U.S. labor force, and 59 percent
of the college-educated, entry-level workforce. 5

And yet…
Although they hold almost 52 percent of all professional-level jobs,6 American women lag
substantially behind men when it comes to their representation in leadership positions:
• They are only 14.6 percent of executive officers, 8.1 percent of top earners, and 4.6
percent of Fortune 500 CEOs.7
• They hold just 16.9 percent of Fortune 500 board seats.8
• In the financial services industry, they make up 54.2 percent of the labor force, but
are only 12.4 percent of executive officers, and 18.3 percent of board directors. None
are CEOs.9
• They account for 78.4 percent of the labor force in health care and social assistance
but only 14.6 percent of executive officers and 12.4 percent of board directors. None,
again, are CEOs.10
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• In the legal field, they are 45.4 percent of associates—but only 25 percent of nonequity partners and 15 percent of equity partners.11
• In medicine, they comprise 34.3 percent of all physicians and surgeons but only 15.9
percent of medical school deans.12
• In information technology, they hold only 9 percent of management positions and
account for only 14 percent of senior management positions at Silicon Valley startups.13

Furthermore…
• Although women control 80 percent of consumer spending in the United States, they
are only 3 percent of creative directors in advertising.14
• Their image onscreen is still created, overwhelmingly, by men.
• Women accounted for just 16 percent of all the directors, executive producers, producers, writers, cinematographers, and editors who worked on the top-grossing 250
domestic films of 2013,15 and were just 28 percent of all offscreen talent on broadcast
television programs during the 2012-13 primetime season.16
• When, however, there are more women behind the camera or at the editor’s desk, the
representation of women onscreen is better: Films written or directed by women consistently feature a higher percentage of female characters with speaking roles.17

A stalled revolution
The last decades of the 20th century brought considerable progress in women’s professional advancement in the United States. The gender wage gap narrowed, sex segregation in most professions greatly declined, and the percentage of women climbing the
management ranks steadily rose. Although the rapid rate of change of the 1970s and
1980s began to slow in the 1990s and 2000s, as the narrowing of the gender wage
gap stalled18 and the percentage of women in management jobs stagnated,19 a notable
increase in women’s representation in very top positions did continue:
• In 1980, there were no women in the top executive ranks of the Fortune 100; by 2001,
11 percent of those corporate leaders were women.20
• From 1997 to 2009, women’s share of board seats in S&P 1500 companies increased
7.2 percentage points, or 94 percent, and their share of top executive positions
increased by 2.8 percentage points, or 86 percent. The share of companies with female
CEOs increased more than six-fold.21
In recent years, however, the percentage of women in top management positions and on
corporate boards has stalled. 22
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• Their presence in top management positions today remains below 9 percent.23
• The percentage of women on all U.S. corporate boards has been stuck in the 12.1 percent to 12.3 percent range over the past decade.24
• At almost 17 percent, women’s representation on Fortune 500 boards is slightly
higher, but it hasn’t budged in eight years.25

Women of color face an even wider gap
The representation of women of color in corporate leadership roles is worse still. Women
of color are 36.3 percent of our nation’s female population and approximately 18 percent
of the entire U.S. population.26 They make up about one-third of the female workforce.27

And yet…
• Women of color occupy only 11.9 percent of managerial and professional positions.28 And of those women, 5.3 percent are African American, 2.7 percent are Asian
American, and 3.9 percent are Latina.29
• Women of color hold only 3.2 percent of the board seats of Fortune 500 companies.30
• More than two-thirds of Fortune 500 companies have no women of color as board
directors at all.31

How does the United States measure up to other countries?
In private-sector women’s leadership, not so badly:
• We’re number six in women’s economic participation and opportunity on the World
Economic Forum’s 2013 Gender Gap Index of 136 countries.32
But in the public sector—and in our percentage of female legislators in particular—we
lag far behind many countries:
• The United States currently ranks 60th in women’s political empowerment on the
Gender Gap Index.33
• The world average for the percentage of women in national parliaments is 21 percent—slightly above the 18 percent in the U.S. House of Representatives.34
• Finland, Iceland, and Norway lead the way, with 43 percent, 40 percent, and 40 percent female legislators, respectively, in 2012.35
• It’s been estimated that for a country such as the United States, which has a winnertake-all voting system rather than a system of proportional representation and no
quotas, it will take until near the end of this century to reach a level of 40 percent
legislative participation by women.36
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U.S. women in politics: Much promise, less change
In the 1980s and early 1990s, the percentage of women running for office increased
steadily, culminating in the so-called Year of the Woman in 1992, when the number of
women in the U.S. Senate suddenly doubled—from two to four—and the number of
women in Congress increased from 28 to 47.37
In more recent election cycles, however, the percentage of female candidates has
essentially plateaued.38 In the decade leading up to 2012, the number of women elected
to Congress remained basically flat, and the number of women in state legislatures
actually decreased.39
2012 was considered a watershed election year for women in American politics:
• After a series of historic wins, 40 percent of Americans now have at least one woman
representing them in the U.S. Senate,40 and there are no longer any male-only state
legislatures.41
• New Hampshire, notably, sent an all-female delegation to Congress and elected a
female governor.42
• Six additional women of color were elected to the House of Representatives, bringing
their total number in Congress to a record 28.43
• Female candidates were shown to raise as much money, and to be as successful in their
election bids, as male candidates running for public office.44
In May 2013, an Emily’s List poll of 800 likely 2016 voters in nine presidential battleground states found that 90 percent of Americans would consider voting for a female
president, and three in four believe that a female president would be good for our country. The poll also found that 51 percent of voters believe that women in the U.S. House
and Senate are making a “positive difference.”45

And yet…
• Women today hold only 18.5 percent of congressional seats, and they are just 20 percent of U.S. senators.46
• They hold only 24.2 percent of state legislature seats.47
• They are only 10 percent of governors.48
• Only 12 percent of the mayors of the 100 largest American cities are women.49
• On average, women are outnumbered 2-to-1 by men as state-level cabinet
appointees.50
• Women of color represent only 4.5 percent of the total members of Congress.51
• Women of color make up 4 percent of governors, 5 percent of state legislators, and 2
percent of the mayors of the 100 largest American cities.52
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In sum
Although women have outnumbered men on college campuses since 1988,53 they have
earned at least a third of law degrees since 1980,54 were fully a third of medical school
students by 1990,55 and, since 2002, have outnumbered men in earning undergraduate
business degrees since 2002.56 They have not moved up to positions of prominence and
power in America at anywhere near the rate that should have followed.
In a broad range of fields, their presence in top leadership positions—as equity law
partners, medical school deans, and corporate executive officers—remains stuck at a
mere 10 percent to 20 percent. Their “share of voice”—the average proportion of their
representation on op-ed pages and corporate boards, as TV pundits, and in Congress—
is just 15 percent.57
In fact, it’s now estimated that, at the current rate of change, it will take until 2085 for
women to reach parity with men in leadership roles in our country.58
Judith Warner is a Senior Fellow at the Center for American Progress.

5

Center for American Progress | The Women’s Leadership Gap

Endnotes
1 Bureau of the Census, “State & County QuickFacts–USA,”
available at http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/00000.
html (last accessed January 2014).
2 College Atlas, “Most Popular College Degrees by Gender,”
available at http://www.collegeatlas.org/top-degrees-bygender.html (last accessed January 2014).
3 Debora Spar, “Why Women Should Stop Trying to be
Perfect,” Newsweek, September 24, 2012, available at http://
www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2012/09/23/whywomen-should-stop-trying-to-be-perfect.html.
4 David A. Matsa and Amalia R. Miller, “A Female Style in
Corporate Leadership? Evidence from Quotas,” American
Economic Journal: Applied Economics 5 (3) (2013): 136–169.
5 Spar, “Why Women Should Stop Trying to be Perfect.”
6 Catalyst, “U.S. Women in Business,” available at http://www.
catalyst.org/knowledge/us-women-business (last accessed
January 2014).
7 Ibid.; Catalyst, “Statistical Overview of Women in the Workplace,” December 10, 2013, available at http://www.catalyst.
org/knowledge/statistical-overview-women-workplace;
Colleen Leahey, “Update: Fortune 500 Women CEOs hits a
record 20,” CNN, July 18, 2012, available at http://postcards.
blogs.fortune.cnn.com/2012/07/18/fortune-500-womenceos-2/.
8 Catalyst, “U.S. Women in Business.”
9 Catalyst, “Women in U.S. Finance,” available at http://www.
catalyst.org/knowledge/women-us-finance (last accessed
January 2014).
10 Catalyst, “Women in U.S. Healthcare,” available at http://
www.catalyst.org/knowledge/women-us-healthcare (last
accessed January 2014).
11 Catalyst, “Women in Law in the U.S.,” available at http://
www.catalyst.org/knowledge/women-law-us (last accessed
January 2014).
12 Catalyst, “Women in Medicine,” available at http://www.
catalyst.org/knowledge/women-medicine (last accessed
January 2014); Rutgers Institute for Women’s Leadership,
“Women Deans of Professional Schools in AAU Universities” (2011), available at http://iwl.rutgers.edu/documents/
njwomencount/Deans_ProfessionalSchools.pdf.
13 Catherine Ashcraft and Sarah Blithe, “Women In IT: The
Facts” (Boulder, Colorado: National Center for Women &
Information Technology, 2010), available at http://www.
ncwit.org/sites/default/files/legacy/pdf/NCWIT_TheFacts_
rev2010.pdf.
14 Robyn Cohen, “Where are all the Female Creative Directors?”,
Girls On It, January 9, 2012, available at http://girlsonit.com/
where-are-all-the-female-creative-directors.
15 Martha M. Lauzen, “The Celluloid Ceiling: Behind-theScenes Employment of Women on the Top 250 Films of
2012” (San Diego, California: Center for the Study of Women
in Television and Film, 2013), available at http://womenintvfilm.sdsu.edu/files/2012_Celluloid_Ceiling_Exec_Summ.
pdf; Martha M. Lauzen, “Boxed In: Employment of Behindthe-Scenes and On-Screen Women in 2012-13 Prime-time
Television” (San Diego, California: Center for the Study of
Women in Television and Film, 2013), available at http://
womenintvfilm.sdsu.edu/files/2012-13_Boxed_In_Report.
pdf.
16 Women’s Media Center, “The Status of Women in the U.S.
Media 2014,” available at http://www.womensmediacenter.
com/pages/2014-statistics (last accessed February 2014.)

6

17 Best Picture Oscar-nominated films with one or more
female screenwriters consistently show a higher percentage
of female characters than do films written solely by men,
according to the findings of Stacy Smith, a professor at
the University of Southern California Annenberg School
for Communication and Journalism. In 2008 alone, she
discovered films directed by women featured female actors
in 41.2 percent of speaking roles, compared to 26.8 percent
in films directed by men. For more information, see USC
Annenberg News, “Academy Award-nominated movies
lack females, racial diversity,” February 22, 2012, available
at http://www.annenberg.usc.edu/News and Events/
News/120222SmithGender.aspx.
18 Ibid.
19 In 2010, the U.S. Government Accountability Office reported
that from 2000 to 2007, the percentage of women in management jobs in 13 industry sectors accounting for almost
all the nation’s workforce increased only 1 percentage point,
from 39 to 40 percent. In that period of time, these female
managers went from earning 78 cents to a male manager’s
dollar to 81 cents to the dollar. For more information, see
Andrew Sherrill, “Women in Leadership: Female Managers’
Representation, Characteristics, and Pay,” Testimony before
the Joint Economic Committee, September 28, 2010, available at http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-1064T.
20 Committee for Economic Development, “Fulfilling the
Promise: How More Women on Corporate Boards Would
Make America and American Companies more Competitive”
(2012), available at http://www.fwa.org/pdf/CED_WomenAdvancementonCorporateBoards.pdf.
21 David A. Matsa and Amalia R. Miller, “Chipping Away at the
Glass Ceiling: Gender Spillovers in Corporate Leadership,”
American Economic Review 101 (3) (2011): 635–639.
22 Policy and Impact Committee of the Committee for
Economic Development, “Fulfilling the Promise: How More
Women on Corporate Boards Would Make America and
American Companies more Competitive.”
23 Cristian L. Dezso, David Gaddis Ross, and Jose Uribe, “Why
Are There So Few Women Top Managers? A Large-Sample
Empirical Study of Female Participation in Top Management.” Working Paper (University of Maryland and Columbia
Business School, 2013), available at http://apps.olin.wustl.
edu/CRES/pdf/ross.pdf.
24 Committee for Economic Development, “Fulfilling the
Promise.”
25 Catalyst, “2013 Catalyst Census: Fortune 500 Women Board
Directors” (2013), available at http://www.catalyst.org/
knowledge/2013-catalyst-census-fortune-500-womenboard-directors.
26 Sophia Kerby, “The State of Women of Color in the United
States” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2012),
available at http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/
report/2012/07/17/11923/the-state-of-women-of-color-inthe-united-states/.
27 Crosby Burns, Kimberly Barton, and Sophia Kerby, “The State
of Diversity in Today’s Workforce” (Washington: Center for
American Progress, 2012), available at http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/labor/report/2012/07/12/11938/
the-state-of-diversity-in-todays-workforce/.
28 In managerial positions, 11.9 percent are African American,
Hispanic, Latina, and Asian American women combined. For
more information, see Ella L.J. Edmondson Bell and Stella M.
Nkomo, “Right Before Your Eyes” (Cambridge: Massachusetts: Harvard Business School, 2013), available at http://
www.hbs.edu/faculty/conferences/2013-w50-researchsymposium/Documents/bell.pdf.

Center for American Progress | The Women’s Leadership Gap

29 Ibid.

44 Lawless and Fox, “Men Rule.”

30 Catalyst, “2013 Catalyst Census: Fortune 500 Women Board
Directors.”

45 Luisita Lopez Torregrosa, “Waiting for Madam President,”
The New York Times, May 28, 2013, available at http://www.
nytimes.com/2013/05/29/us/29iht-letter29.html?_r=0.

31 Ibid.
32 World Economic Forum, “The Global Gender Gap Report
2013” (2013), p. 12, available at http://www3.weforum.org/
docs/WEF_GenderGap_Report_2013.pdf.
33 Ibid.
34 Government, Inter-Parliamentary Union, “Women in
National Parliaments” (2013), available at http://www.ipu.
org/wmn-e/world.htm; Catalyst, “Percentage of Women in
House of Representatives and Senate,” available at http://
www.catalyst.org/knowledge/percentage-women-houserepresentatives-and-senate (last accessed February 2014).
35 The World Bank, “Proportion of Seats Held by Women in
National Parliaments (%),” available at http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS (last accessed February
2014).
36 Ernst & Young, “Worldwide Index of Women as Public Sector
Leaders” (2013), p. 21, available at http://www.ey.com/
Publication/vwLUAssets/EY_-_Worldwide_Index_of_Women_as_Public_Sector_Leaders/$FILE/EY-Worldwide-Indexof-Women.pdf.
37 Luisita Lopez Torregrosa, “Women Take Their Case to the
Ballot,” The New York Times, October 16, 2012, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/17/us/17iht-letter17.
html.
38 Jennifer Lawless and Richard L. Fox, “Men Rule: The
Continued Under-Representation of Women in U.S. Politics”
(Washington: Women & Politics Institute, 2012), available at
http://www.american.edu/spa/wpi/upload/2012-Men-RuleReport-web.pdf.
39 Luisita Lopez Torregrosa, “Women Take Their Case to the
Ballot,” The New York Times, October 16, 2012, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/10/17/us/17iht-letter17.
html.
40 According to Rep. Debbie Wasserman-Schulz (D-FL), cited in
Melanie Hunter, “DNC Chair on GOP: ‘They Got Whiter and
More Male,’” Cnsnews.com, November 19, 2012, available at
http://cnsnews.com/news/article/dnc-chair-gop-they-gotwhiter-and-more-male.
41 Tali Mendelberg and Christopher F. Karpowitz, “More
Women, but Not Nearly Enough,” The New York Times,
November 8, 2012, available at http://campaignstops.blogs.
nytimes.com/2012/11/08/more-women-but-not-nearlyenough/?_r=0.
42 Ibid.
43 Debbie Walsh, “Record Number of Women Will Serve in
Congress; New Hampshire Elects Women to All Top Posts”
(New Brunswick, New Jersey: Center for American Women
and Politics, 2012), available at http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/
press_room/news/documents/PressRelease_11-07-12.pdf.

7

46 Center for American Women and Politics, “Facts on Women
in Congress 2013,” available at http://www.cawp.rutgers.
edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/Congress-CurrentFacts.php
(last accessed January 2014).
47 Center for American Women and Politics, “Women in
Elective Office 2014” (2014), available at http://www.cawp.
rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/elective.
pdf.
48 Ibid.
49 Center for America Women and Politics, “Current Numbers
of Women Officeholders,” available at http://www.cawp.
rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/Current_Numbers.
php (last accessed January 2014).
50 She Should Run, “Unlocking the Cabinet,” available at http://
www.sheshouldrun.org/unlocking_the_cabinet (last accessed November 2013).
51 Center for American Women and Politics, “Women of Color
in Elective Office 2014” (2014), available at http://www.
cawp.rutgers.edu/fast_facts/levels_of_office/documents/
color.pdf.
52 Ibid.
53 Knowledge@Wharton, “To Close the Gender Gap, What
Needs to Change – Women or the System?”, May 27, 2013,
available at http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article.
cfm?articleid=3219.
54 Susan Ehrlich Martin and Nancy Jurik, “Women Entering the
Legal Profession: Change and Resistance.” In Susan Ehrlich
Martin and Nancy Jurik, 2nd ed. Doing Justice, Doing Gender
(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2007), available at http://www.sagepub.com/upm-data/12634_Chapter5.pdf.
55 Feminist Majority Foundation, “Empowering Women in
Medicine,” available at http://www.feminist.org/research/
medicine/ewm_toc.html (last accessed February 2014)
.
56 Matsa and Miller, “A Female Style in Corporate Leadership?”
57 The OpEd Project, “Why the Op-Ed Project? An Interview
with Katie Orenstein,” available at http://theopedproject.
org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=418
(last accessed January 2014).
58 Diana Mitsu Klos, “The Status of Women in the U.S. Media
2013” (New York: Women’s Media Center, 2013), available at
http://wmc.3cdn.net/51113ed5df3e0d0b79_zzzm6go0b.
pdf.

Center for American Progress | The Women’s Leadership Gap

