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The following excerpt came from the Executive Summary of 2018 special issue of “Pathways: A Magazine on 
Poverty, Inequality, and Social Policy,” published annually by Poverty Research Center at Stanford University 
(https://inequality.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/Pathways_SOTU_2018.pdf). Please read the excerpt 
carefully and answer questions (either in Chinese or English) at the end of the excerpt. 

It might at first blush seem unlikely that any cross-cutting conclusions could be reached on the basis of this 
report. The chapters instead reveal a rather complicated story in which the speed, pattern, and even 
direction of change in the key “gender gaps” are all varying. The following types of gaps (and trends 
therein) show up in the various chapters of this report:  

• gaps that have long favored men, continue to favor men now, and show no signs of declining much in
size (e.g., consistently lower poverty rates for men),
• gaps that have long favored men, continue to favor men now, but are slowly declining in size (e.g.,
the growing share of women in the top 1 percent of the earnings distribution),
• gaps that have long favored men, began to decline in size many decades ago, with the rate of decline
then gradually slowing or completely “stalling out” (e.g., the slowing rate of decline in the gender gap
in labor earnings),
• gaps that have long favored men but have now come to favor women (e.g., the recent crossover in
college graduation rates),
• gaps that have long favored women, continue to favor women now, but are slowly declining in size
(e.g., the declining female advantage in life expectancy), and
• gaps that have long favored women, continue to favor women now, and show no signs of declining in
size (e.g., the consistent female advantage in fourth-grade reading tests).

This is a complicated constellation of results. If nothing else, it should dissuade us from treating gender 
inequality as a unidimensional problem in which all gaps favor men or all gaps are eroding. 

What accounts for such complications? It’s partly that gender gaps are affected by social, cultural, and 
economic processes that don’t always operate uniformly on women and men. The rise of industrial robots, 
for example, is a seemingly gender neutral technological force that may nonetheless reduce the gender gap 
in employment insofar as male-dominated jobs happen to be more susceptible to roboticization. The world 
is rife with such seemingly gender-neutral forces that nonetheless can have a gender-biased effect. It’s 
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unlikely, then, that the key gender gaps will move in lockstep when a different constellation of forces is 
affecting each of them. Although these “gender-neutral” forces thus have a complicating effect on trends, 
it’s still possible to find traces among our results of a more directly gendered logic. The most obvious 
example of such a logic rests on the distinction between two forms of gender inequality, a “vertical form” 
pertaining to the gender gap in the amount of resources, and a “horizontal form” pertaining to the gender 
gap in the types of resources. We can distinguish, for example, between (a) the vertical gap in the amount 
of human capital investment (e.g., high school vs. college education) and the horizontal gap in the types of 
human capital investment (e.g., STEM vs. non-STEM college major), (b) the vertical gap in the amount of 
earnings and the horizontal gap in the types of occupations standing behind those earnings, or (c) the 
vertical gap in the total number of network ties and the horizontal gap in the types of ties men and women 
have (e.g., kin, friends, coworkers). 
 
This distinction matters because horizontal inequalities have been especially resistant to change. In each of 
the above cases, the vertical gap has grown smaller, been eliminated, or even reversed in direction, 
whereas the horizontal gap has not changed as much. The college graduation rate, for example, is now 5 
percentage points higher for women than for men, yet women are still clustering in very different types of 
majors than men. Similarly, women now make up nearly half of the formal labor force, yet they’re still 
working in very different types of occupations than men. And, likewise, women now have larger social 
networks than men, but they continue to have very different types of networks. 
 
Why are horizontal forms of inequality especially resistant to change? It’s partly because they’re rooted in 
the essentialist belief that women and men have fundamentally different aptitudes and are accordingly 
suited for fundamentally different types of roles (e.g., occupations, majors, relationships). These widely 
diffused beliefs work at once to (a) encourage women and men to make choices that are consistent with 
such stereotypical views (i.e., the “socialization mechanism”), and (b) encourage managers and those in 
authority to allocate occupations and other roles in accord with such stereotypical views (i.e., the 
“discrimination mechanism”). 
 
The essentialist form is pernicious no matter which of these two mechanisms, socialization or 
discrimination, is in play. When gender inequality is rooted in gender-specific tastes or choices, we treat 
those choices as freely made, not as a product of socialization or an adaptation to a world in which 
gender-atypical decisions (e.g., a woman deciding to become a plumber) are discouraged or met with 
hostility. When inequality is instead rooted in discrimination, we tend not to properly code it as 
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discrimination, instead attributing the outcome to the operation of gender-specific tastes or choices. The 
upshot is that horizontal forms of inequality persist because we see them as a legitimate expression of 
freely made choices rather than the result of discrimination or “choices under constraint.” 
 
 
Questions 
1. What are main types of gender gaps or trends in the U. S. A. reported by the Executive Summary? (40 

points) 
2-1 The Summary differentiated two forms of gender gaps or inequalities. What are these two forms of 

gender inequalities? (30 points) 
2-2 Which form of gender inequalities is most resistant to change? Why? (30 points) 
 
 

 

 


