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I
t’s deceptively easy� to calculate how 
much—or how little—women in the 
United States earn relative to men. “You 
take everyone who’s working 35 or more 

hours a week for the full year, find the me-
dian for women, find the median for men, 
and divide,” says Lee professor of economics 
Claudia Goldin, explaining how to arrive 
at the ratio repeated by public officials: 78 

cents to the dollar. “It’s very simple.”
“It answers a particular question,” she 

says, “but it doesn’t say that men and 
women are doing the same thing. It doesn’t 
say that they’re working the same amount 
of time, the same hours during the day, or 
the same days of the week.” The rhetoric of 
politicians, and policy prescriptions meant 
to close the gender wage gap, assume that 

pay disparities are created primarily by 
outright discrimination by employers, 
or by women’s lack of negotiation skills. 
Goldin has a less popular idea: that the pay 
gap arises not because men and women are 
paid differently for the same work, but be-
cause the labor market incentivizes them 
to work differently.

Consider a couple graduating together 
from a prestigious law school, and taking 
highly paid jobs at firms that demand long 
hours. The evidence suggests they’re likely to 
begin at similar salaries. But a few years later, 
Goldin says, one of them—more likely the 
woman—may decide to leave for a smaller 
practice with fewer hours and more flexibil-
ity in scheduling. In that new job, research 
suggests, she’s likely to earn less per hour 
than her partner. Goldin calls this phenom-
enon non-linearity, or a part-time penalty: 
the part-timer works half the time her part-
ner does, but earns less than half his salary.

It isn’t clear, she says, why firms com-
pensate on a non-linear scale in the first 
place. “Why would anyone pay for that?” 
she asks. Apart from scenarios in which a 
client might want a lawyer available at all 
hours, day or night—during a merger or 
acquisition, say—and must offer a hefty 
premium for that unrestricted access, she 
says, “It’s a question I don’t have a particu-
larly good answer to.” 

Non-linear compensation prevails in 
the corporate sector, finance, and law, 
where employees are incentivized to 
work double or triple a traditional full-
time schedule, because their time is better 
compensated per hour when they work 
longer hours. That compensation struc-
ture makes it more lucrative for one part-
ner to work 80 hours and the other not to 
work at all than for both of them to work 
40 hours each. If both partners opt for 40-
hour weeks so they can share responsibili-
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Are All Calories Equal?

L
ow fat.� Low carb. Veg-
an. Atkins. Paleo. South 
Beach. Zone. As television 
shows, magazine covers, 

podcasts, and books release an 
endless flood of diet advice, the 
average person finds it difficult at 
best to know how to find a sus-
tainable method of weight loss. 
The latest scientific debate in the 
world of nutrition is no less heat-
ed: are all calories created equal?

David Ludwig, professor of 
pediatrics at Harvard Medical 
School and of nutrition at the 
School of Public Health, who 
specializes in endocrinology and 
obesity, rejects the popular belief 
that overeating causes weight 
gain. Instead, he asserts, the pro-
cess of getting fatter causes peo-
ple to overeat. Even though many 
biological factors—genetics, lev-
els of physical activity, sleep, and 
stress—affect the storage of cal-
ories in fat cells, he points out 
that only one has a dominant 
role: the hormone insulin. “We 
know that excess insulin treat-
ment for diabetes causes weight 
gain, and insulin deficiency causes weight 
loss,” he says. “And of everything we eat, 
highly refined and rapidly digestible car-
bohydrates produce the most insulin.”

Ludwig argues that eating a diet high in 
refined sugars and processed carbohydrates 
leads to a yo-yo metabolism. When people 
eat high-glycemic processed fare such as 
baked goods and white bread, he says, insu-
lin levels spike, causing hormone-sensitive 

lipase—an enzyme needed for the transfer 
of triglycerides from blood lipoproteins 
into tissues—to be turned off. This causes 
more calories to be stored in fat cells as 
opposed to the blood, leading the brain to 
think that the body is hungry. 

“Insulin is the ultimate fat-cell fertilizer,” 
Ludwig says. “When fat cells get triggered 
to take in and store too many calories, there 
are too few for the rest of the body—that’s 

ties at home, Goldin says, “lots of money is 
going to be left on the table,” which is why 
she believes so many couples don’t.

Non-linearity helps explain why most 
of the gender pay gap occurs within pro-
fessions, Goldin adds. The distribution of 
men and women in different occupations 
accounts for only 15 percent of the gap, and 
the remaining 85 percent arises within oc-
cupations. (For college graduates, those 
numbers are 35 percent and 65 percent, 
respectively.) In science and health pro-
fessions, though, workers are more likely 
to be compensated at a constant rate for 
additional time worked, and the ratio of 
women’s earnings to men’s is higher—
about .892. For occupations in business and 
finance, the ratio is .787, and for lawyers, 
.815, closer to the national gender wage gap.

Improvements in technology have made 
it easier for some health and science profes-
sions to substitute workers for one another 
in a single job, which reduces the cost to 
companies of offering a flexible-hours op-
tion to employees. Goldin calls pharmacy 
“the most egalitarian profession” because 
it shows nearly perfectly linear compen-
sation and one of the smallest gender pay 
gaps of any field. “Pharmacy has no part-
time penalty,” she says. Structural changes, 
such as centralized computer records and 
standardization of drugs, allow one phar-
macist to take over easily for another with-
out compromising the quality of work. 
And because it’s easy for pharmacists to 
work part-time, women are less likely to 
have to leave their jobs to care for their 
families, a decision that can make it diffi-
cult to reenter the workforce later.

Goldin believes other fields could nar-
row their gender wage gaps, too, if they 
did not have an incentive to pay workers 
disproportionately more for working more. 
How to induce change in the labor market 
isn’t obvious. Why can’t you convince cli-
ents, she asks, that your employees are like 
puzzle pieces, each knowing everything 
the others know, so they’re good substi-
tutes for each other? “As their labor costs 
mount,” she suggests, firms “will figure 
out how to make workers better substi-
tutes for each other,” Technological change 
might also play a role, doing for law, per-
haps, what it’s done for health professions, 
and making it easier for lawyers to hand 
off clients to one another. But in some cas-
es, Goldin concedes, it may not be possible 
to embrace this modular model: “We don’t 

want the president of the United States to 
be a part-time president.”

As for policy interventions to close the 
gender earnings gap—a California law 
makes it illegal to retaliate against em-
ployees for sharing information about 
their pay, for example—“That’s probably   
a good thing,” Goldin says. “If the fruit is 
low-hanging, by all means pick it.” But she 
balks at the suggestion that regulation can 

fix what she sees as a labor-demand prob-
lem. Creating an egalitarian workplace, 
she believes, will depend primarily on re-
ducing the cost of offering time flexibility 
to workers—securing equal pay for equal 
work, in the strictest sense.�

vmarina bolotnikova

claudia goldin website:

scholar.harvard.edu/goldin/home
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