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Résumé de l'article
Malgré les avancés des travaux de recherche documentant l’accroissement de la représentation des femmes dans les emplois
précaires, peu d’études ont examiné les raisons qui expliquent ce phénomène. Dans cette recherche j’examine cette question
directement en me concentrant sur la dimension sexuée de l’emploi précaire et sur les investissements en capital humain et
les obligations familiales qui influent sur la probabilité de se retrouver dans de telles situations. Alors que les recherches
antérieures ont surtout mis en évidence la ségrégation sexuelle dans les emplois hautement précaires, les résultats de la
présente étude offrent une meilleure compréhension des causes de la surreprésentation persistante des femmes dans de tels
emplois, caractérisés par une rémunération moins élevée et le temps partiel.
L’étude aborde spécifiquement trois questions concernant a) les modèles sexués de l’emploi précaire, b) les effets des
investissements en capital humain et des obligations familiales sur l’emploi précaire et, c) jusqu’à quel point ces
investissements et obligations caractérisent différemment l’emploi précaire selon le sexe. Les emplois bien rémunérés
comportant de bons avantages sociaux, une protection syndicale et un statut de travail à temps complet sont considérés
comme des indicateurs d’emplois de haute qualité et donc de situations d’emplois non précaires.
Pour examiner les déterminants de l’emploi précaire, je fais appel à deux théories concurrentes de l’activité : la théorie du
choix rationnel (mieux connue sous le vocable de théorie du capital humain) et la théorie de la stratification selon le sexe.
Tandis que les théoriciens du capital humain mettent l’emphase sur le rôle des choix individuels et des investissements en
capital humain pour expliquer l’obtention d’emplois offrant à la fois sécurité et bonne rémunération, ceux de la stratification
mettent de l’avant les demandes des employeurs à l’égard de certains groupes de la population active et la discrimination
personnelle contre les membres de ces groupes. Bien que ces deux perspectives théoriques permettent de produire des
explications correctes de la présence croissante des femmes dans les milieux à emplois précaires, ni l’une ni l’autre ne le fait
de façon exhaustive. Étant donné toutefois que les deux théories suggèrent que les femmes sont plus susceptibles de
travailler dans les emplois précaires, nous nous attendions à des résultats semblables dans la présente étude.
En s’appuyant sur les débats en cours dans la littérature, l’étude propose deux ensembles d’hypothèses concurrentes selon
les deux perspectives énoncées. Mais d’abord une première hypothèse (hypothèse 1), plus générale et compatible avec les
deux perspectives, s’énonce ainsi : les femmes sont plus susceptibles d’occuper les emplois précaires.
Capital humain – Hypothèse 2a : la dotation en capital humain diminue la probabilité de travailler dans des emplois
précaires et cela, tant pour les hommes que pour les femmes. Hypothèse 2b : les investissements liés à la famille augmentent
la probabilité de travailler dans des emplois précaires et cela, tant pour les hommes que pour les femmes.
Stratification selon le sexe – Hypothèse 3a : la dotation en capital humain diminue la probabilité de travailler dans des
emplois précaires et cela, de façon plus marquée pour les hommes. Hypothèse 3b : les investissements liés à la famille
augmentent la probabilité de travailler dans des emplois précaires et cela, de façon plus marquée pour les femmes.
Pour vérifier l’hypothèse 1, j’ai eu recours aux données américaines de l’enquête « National Survey of the Changing
Workforce » de 2002. Les participants potentiels incluent les personnes de 18 ans et plus en emploi (Bond, Thompson,
Galinsky et Prottas, 2003). Les spécifications méthodologiques sur l’échantillon se retrouvent dans l’article. Étant donné les
similitudes entre les marchés du travail américain et canadien et les relations selon le sexe employés/employeurs, plusieurs
généralisations peuvent être faites entre les deux pays.
Les résultats de notre étude contribuent aux connaissances dans la littérature de trois façons : a) il y a un « sexe » à l’emploi
précaire du fait que les femmes sont plus susceptibles de travailler dans des emplois de faible qualité, caractérisés par des
rétributions financières plus faibles, de moindres avantages sociaux, une absence de protection syndicale, et un statut de
travail à temps partiel; b) les femmes peuvent être davantage sujettes à l’emploi précaire en partie à cause de leur plus faible
capital humain, de l’importance qu’elles accordent à leurs obligations familiales, et d’autres caractéristiques liées au travail,
ce qui semble supporter les prédictions de la théorie du capital humain; toutefois, c) en accord avec la théorie de la
stratification selon le sexe, la surreprésentation des femmes dans des emplois peu rémunérateurs et à temps partiel est en
partie une conséquence des pratiques discriminatoires dans les milieux de travail. Les femmes subissent des désavantages
sur le marché du travail parce que leur capital humain et leurs investissements liés à la famille ne jouent pas de la même
façon que dans le cas des hommes. Les résultats suggèrent que ni la théorie du capital humain ni celle de la stratification
selon le sexe expliquent pleinement pourquoi les femmes sont surreprésentées dans l’emploi précaire même si chacune de
ces perspectives procure une contribution unique à la compréhension des modèles sexués de l’emploi précaire.
Globalement, cette étude propose des explications de la ségrégation continue des femmes dans des emplois précaires. En
mettant en évidence les différences de capital humain selon le sexe et dans les investissements liés à la famille, les
chercheurs peuvent s’attarder davantage sur pourquoi les femmes continuent d’afficher moins d’expérience de travail, plus
de temps consacré aux responsabilités domestiques, et moins d’heures de travail, dans de plus petites entreprises et mieux
documenter dans quelle mesure ces modèles changent avec le temps. Même si les femmes ont réalisé des gains au cours des
dernières décennies sur le marché du travail, l’étude suggère qu’elles sont toujours désavantagées globalement en termes
d’investissements en capital humain et comment ces investissements les amènent à se retrouver dans des situations
d’emplois précaires.
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Gender Differences in Precarious 
Work Settings

Marisa C. Young

This study uses human capital and gender stratification theory to answer three 
research questions concerning the gendered patterns of precarious employment, 
the effects of human capital investments and family obligations on precarious 
employment, and the extent that these investments and obligations affect 
precarious employment differently for men and women. Lucrative jobs that 
offer benefits, union protection, with full-time work status were considered 
indicators of high quality and therefore non-precarious employment. Using 
data from U.s. respondents, findings suggest: a) a “gender” to precarious 
employment in that women are more likely to work in low quality job settings; 
b) gender discrepancies in benefits and union protection are explained by 
differences in men’s and women’s human capital, family investments, and 
other work-related situations; and, c) gender differences in wages and part-
time work status result from workplace discrimination towards women. The 
implications of these findings are discussed along with recommendations for 
future research. 

KeYWorDs: precarious work, nonstandard work, gender differences, human 
capital theory, gender stratification theory

Introduction

The past several decades have reflected a proliferation in non-standard jobs, including 
part-time and over-time work, double-shifts, and temporary positions in all sectors 
of the labour market (Presser, 2003; Vosko, 2006). These jobs are often defined as 
precarious in nature as they provide low wages, few benefits, and modest security 
(Vosko, 2000), and may have health consequences for workers (Kim et al., 2008). 
Exceptions include some voluntary shift work, or alternate or reduced work schedules 
that provide workers the opportunity to juggle competing work and family demands 
(Thompson, Beauvais, and Lyness, 1999). 

Traditionally, research in this area focussed on “non-standard” employment, 
defined as anything deviating from the standard employment relations (SER) of the 
early 1900’s (Economic Council of Canada, 1990; Kalleberg, 2000; Krahn, 1991). 
Yet recent research has argued against such crude characterizations and instead 
emphasizes levels of precarity across non-standard employment (Cranford, Vosko, 
and Zukewich, 2003; Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson, 2000; Vosko, 2006). To address 
variations in precarious employment, research in the 1990’s shifted its focus from 
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specific work settings, such as part-time, contract, or temporary work, towards the 
analysis of personal characteristics and job quality, which acknowledged the breadth 
of precarious work situations across both full-time and part-time occupational 
settings (Kalleberg et al., 2000; Rodgers and Rodgers, 1989; Webber and Williams, 
2008). The following paper examines a combination of part-time, or non-standard 
work positions and overall job quality to better understand the determinants and 
inequalities across precarious employment. 

The most common definition of precarious employment can be found in the work 
of Rodgers and Rodgers (1989). These authors characterize precarious employment 
across several dimensions, including working wages, work intensity, the presence 
of a union, or statutory protection(s), job stability, and access to personal or family 
benefits. The authors argue that the presence of such characteristics indicates 
high job quality. This definition deviates from previous literature on non-standard 
work or temporary positions (see Krahn, 1991), since it emphasizes the “quality” 
of work situations. More recent work has considered precarious employment as a 
continuum ranging from high precariousness to low precariousness, depending on 
wage work and regulatory protection across statuses, including full-time and part-
time permanent and temporary positions (see Cranford et al., 2003). Accordingly, 
less lucrative work situations without stability and benefits are considered highly 
precarious for employees. 

Not surprisingly, women are overrepresented in precarious work situations both 
nationally and internationally (Cranford et al., 2003; Presser, Parashar, and Gornick, 
2008), and recent research suggests these trends are increasing (Fudge and Vosko, 
2001; Ruyter and Warnecke, 2008; Vosko, 2006). In the U.S., thirty-three percent of 
women work in part-time positions compared to 12 percent of all men (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2009). And within these positions, women earn approximately, 
20 percent less than their male counterpart, both in Canada (Statistics Canada, 
2007) and the U.S. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). These findings are further supported 
by research on the gender-wage gap, highlighting income discrepancies, despite 
similarities in job titles and tasks (Blau and Kahn, 2000). Women are also less likely 
to hold permanent positions and within these positions, work far fewer hours 
compared to their male counterparts (Cranford et al., 2003; Presser, 2003; Ruyter 
and Warnecke, 2008; Webber and Williams, 2008). Finally, research highlights that 
women are less likely to have union protection compared to their male counterparts, 
which may be directly related to employment in smaller sized firms (Cranford et al., 
2003; Kalleberg et al., 2000).

These gendered differences in wages, security, work hours, and union protection 
suggest that women experience a greater degree of precariousness in various types 
of employment. Phrases such as the gender of precarious employment and the 
feminization of temporary employment norms underscore the problematic patterns 
of women’s presence in precarious work settings (Cranford et al., 2003; Fuller and 
Vosko, 2007; Vosko, 2006). Despite advances in research documenting women’s 
increased representation in these employment situations, there have been few 
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studies exploring why women are more likely to occupy precarious job positions. The 
present study examines this enquiry directly, thereby contributing to the growing 
body of literature on gender and precarious employment. More specifically, the 
current study analyzes the gendered nature of precarious employment and the human 
capital investments and family situations that affect the likelihood of working in 
such settings. So while previous research documents women’s segregation in highly 
precarious jobs, findings from the present study provide a better understanding of 
why women are persistently overrepresented in such jobs, characterized by fewer 
rewards, protection, and work hours. 

This paper focuses on two competing theories for why women are over-
represented in precarious work settings: 1) rational choice theory or more 
popularly referred to as human capital theory, and 2) gender stratification 
theory. While human capital theorists emphasize individual choices and human 
capital investments in obtaining secure and lucrative job positions (Becker, 
1994), stratification theories accentuate employers’ demands for, and personal 
discrimination against particular sectors of the population (England, 1992; Phelps, 
1972). Following human capital theory, some suggest that women invest less in 
work-related capital and more in family obligations, resulting in less rewarding 
job opportunities (Becker, 1994). 

Comparatively, gender stratification theory argues that women experience 
personal discrimination in work-related domains. Gender stratification theory 
has its roots in traditional segregation theories that argue women’s continual 
and often unjust segregation into particular occupations (Bergmann, 1974; Blau, 
1972). In effect, women do not have equal opportunity in achieving rewarding job 
positions, despite their human capital investments (Bielby and Baron, 1986). Both 
rational choice and stratification perspectives provide explanations for the growing 
representation of women in precarious work settings; however, neither explains these 
patterns completely. Since both human capital theory and gender stratification theory 
suggest that women are more likely to work in precarious settings, similar findings are 
expected in the current study.

HYPOTHESIS 1: Women are more likely to work in precarious settings.

Using Rodgers and Rodgers (1989) criteria of “precarious employment”, the 
following paper tests human capital and gender stratification theories by questioning: 
a) the gendered patterns of precarious employment; b) the effects of human capital 
investments and family obligations on precarious employment; and c) the extent to 
which human capital investments and family obligations affect precarious employment 
criteria differently for men and women. Results from the current study therefore 
provide an important contribution to the literature on the gender of precarious 
employment by offering a point of departure for analyzing why women remain 
overrepresented in sub-standard work settings compared to their male counterparts 
across all occupational settings. 
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Background

Human Capital Theory and Precarious employment

A large literature on men’s and women’s workplace rewards and job situations has 
incorporated human capital models to explain gender discrepancies (Melamed, 1996; 
Reskin and McBrier, 2000). Human capital theory explains that those who invest in 
their careers through education, experience, skills, and training will be subsequently 
rewarded in the workplace and are more likely to obtain high quality jobs because 
he or she becomes more valuable to the employer. The more valuable a worker, the 
more rewards they receive in the labour market either through promotions, benefits, 
or raises (Becker, 1994). Such rewards diminish the precariousness of job positions by 
providing security.

Human capital investments in skills, training, and experience, also influence an 
individual’s occupation and productivity within that occupation (Becker, 1994). For 
example, those with more education and experience are likely to have higher quality 
jobs and greater career success (Kalleberg et al., 2000). Measurements of produc-
tivity are often contested, so given methodological constraints, the following study 
excludes productivity but focuses on three other attributes of human capital invest-
ments: education, experience, and occupation. 

Several studies focus on the workplace benefits accrued as a result of capital 
investments in education, experience, and occupation. This literature supports human 
capital theory, reporting that job training, post-secondary education, and academic 
performance all influence one’s workplace rewards (Robson and Wallace, 2001). Others 
report the importance of occupation and productivity for earnings, specialization, 
and workplace rewards (Blau, Ferber, and Winkler, 2002; Leahey, 2007). Therefore, 
those with more education, experience, and occupational success should occupy less 
precarious work settings as defined by workplace rewards and job security.

Family Determinants 

In addition to the various human capital investments that contribute to employees’ 
workplace precariousness, family also influences employment opportunities. 
Investments such as marital status, number of children, time spent caring for children, 
and time on household tasks may have negative implications for workplace rewards 
and security because they undermine the amount of time and effort one can dedicate 
to work responsibilities. Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) explain that competing family 
obligations may compromise an employee’s time, effort, and commitment towards 
their work roles, thereby jeopardizing their employment situation. Human capital 
theorists support this perspective and further argue that workers who prioritize family 
over work obligations may be less valuable in the labour market and subjected to 
more precarious work settings (Mincer and Polachek, 1974). 

Human capital theory also states that since women are highly committed to their 
current, or expected family responsibilities, they invest less time and effort in their 
careers, which affects their experience, training, and occupational outcomes. Men, 
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however, tend to invest more in their career than in their family responsibilities, which 
leads to greater employment rewards (Becker, 1985). In addition, this theory assumes 
that women’s skills depreciate while they are out of the workforce caring for their 
children (Reskin, 1993). The decrease in women’s skills at the expense of domestic 
responsibilities means women may instead choose jobs that are compatible with their 
child rearing obligations, where their skills do not depreciate over time. These jobs are 
generally characterized by low pay, part-time work, and few benefits because they 
require less valuable skills, including domestic and childcare-related responsibilities 
(i.e., cleaning and cooking services; daycare providers, etc.) (Glass, 1990; Webber and 
Williams, 2008).

Literature in this area documents three general family determinants that impact 
workplace rewards and security, including marital situation, childcare, and household 
responsibilities (Christie-Mizell, 2006; Kalleberg et al., 2000). Although working men 
are more likely to be married, women commit more time to their relationship compared 
to their partners (Stevens, Kiger, and Riley, 2001). Similarly, women generally spend 
more time than men on childcare and household chores (Bianchi, Robinson, and 
Milkie, 2006). So human capital theorists would suggest that women work in more 
precarious settings because they choose to invest heavily in their family instead of in 
their personal capital. So logically, men and women who invest equally in their family 
and in their human capital should be equally likely to work in lucrative, full-time, and 
therefore, non-precarious job positions. In accordance with these arguments, this 
study hypothesizes the following:

HYPOTHESIS 2a: Human capital attributes decrease the likelihood of working in precarious 

settings, and these effects are equal for men and women. 

HYPOTHESIS 2b: Family-related investments increase the likelihood of working in precarious 

settings, and these effects are equal for men and women. 

Gender stratification Theory 

Gender stratification theory does not deny that workplace rewards are a product of 
investments in human resources, but instead emphasizes inequalities between men 
and women in obtaining and benefiting from such investments (Blau, 1972; England, 
1992; Reskin, 1993). So women’s greater presence in precarious work settings results 
not from personal choice, but rather from employers’ discriminatory practices to 
segregate women in these positions. In general, men and women do not have equal 
opportunities to invest in their careers, given women’s traditional role in the domestic 
sphere (Bergmann, 1974; England, 1992). Despite advances, the majority of these 
women still tend to their domestic responsibilities, including child care and household 
responsibilities, while others have decided to opt out of motherhood entirely (Blair-
Loy, 2003; Fortin and Huberman, 2002; Gerson, 2004). 

Notwithstanding women’s efforts to advance their human capital, employers 
may still inefficiently penalize women by offering them less lucrative, less secure, 
or ultimately precarious positions (Blau, 1972). Wright, Baxter, and Birkelund (1995) 
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underscore several explanations of why employers would discriminate against women 
in the workplace including a) organizational norms perpetuating the value of men 
over women in the occupation (i.e., the “old boys club” mentality, see Epstein et al., 
1995); b) the belief that women are too emotional to handle certain positions; and, 
c) the power of statistical discrimination in hiring decisions, which is discrimination 
based on stereotypes about women (Reskin, and McBrier, 2000). Taken together, these 
explanations address employers’ reservations towards a particular type of worker based 
on logical expectations regarding the workers’ productivity. These forms of workplace 
discrimination transcend comparable worth arguments for human capital indicators. 
In other words, women are more likely to be employed in precarious work settings 
as a result of employers’ discriminatory preferences, as opposed to human capital 
alone. These inequalities persist both across and within occupations, suggesting men 
are rewarded more for their efforts compared to women, despite occupational title 
or tasks (Acker, 1989; Fortin and Huberman, 2002). To this end, gender stratification 
theory hypothesizes that human capital investments operate differently for men’s and 
women’s job rewards and status. 

HYPOTHESIS 3a: Human capital investments decrease the likelihood of working in precarious 

settings, but these effects are greater for men than they are for women. 

Family Determinants

In contrast to human capital theory, gender stratification theory argues that men’s 
and women’s job positions are affected differently by family investments, such as 
marital status, time on childcare, and time on household responsibilities (see Bianchi 
et al., 2006; England, 1992). More specifically, women are penalized for their current 
or expected family commitments because of discriminatory practices in the labour 
market (Budig and England, 2001; Wright et al., 1995). Consequently, women become 
segregated into more precarious work settings because of presumed, rather than 
actual, family investments. A similar argument is proposed for domestic obligations 
(Budig and England, 2001). Since traditional gender expectations designate women 
as primarily responsible for domestic responsibilities, employers internalize these 
stereotypes and hire based upon these expectations (Kaufman, 2002; Christie-Mizelle, 
2006). Accordingly, gender stratification theory would argue that compared to 
women, men experience fewer work-related consequences for family investments. 

HYPOTHESIS 3b: Family-related investments increase the likelihood of working in precarious 

settings, but these effects are greater for women than they are for men. 

Methods 

The current study uses American data from the National Survey of the Changing 
Workforce (2002), with information on individuals across the United States. Potential 
participants included those 18 or older, employed in the labour force (Bond, Thompson, 
Galinsky, and Prottas, 2003). In total, 3,504 interviews were conducted with eligible 
participants between October 2002 and June 2003 using a random sample stratified 
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by region. Interviews took approximately 45 minutes to complete using a computer-
assisted telephone interviewing system. Eligibility included people who were 18 
years of age or older, worked in the paid labour force, resided in the contiguous 48 
states, and owned a telephone. One eligible participant was randomly selected from 
each household to complete the interview. Each participant was offered a $25 cash 
honoraria for completing the interview (Bond et al., 2003).

In total, 28,000 telephone numbers were called. Of these, 14,778 were non-
residential or non-working numbers and 3,609 were considered ineligible (often 
language-related). The remaining 3,578 numbers were eligible, and of these 
households, 3,504 completed an interview. By these figures, the NSCW (2002) has 
a completion rate of 98 percent, excluding the eligibility criteria for the remaining 
6,035 cases, which is difficult to determine. From the available eligibility information 
about these remaining 6,035 cases, Bond et al. (2003) propose that 3,146 of the 
6,035 households were eligible for interviews. According to these figures, the NSCW 
(2002) maintains an overall response rate of 52% (N = 3,504 / (3,578 + 3,146).

Respondents missing information on focal measures were excluded from the 
current analyses. Data were also restricted to wage and salary workers, given that 
self-employed and contractual employment involve complexities that could not be 
accounted for in the current study due to measurement limitations. For example, 
precariousness of self-employed work situations may vary depending on business 
type. After restricting the data, a total of 2,024 cases were used for analyses: 1,189 
were women and 835 were men. Descriptives for the current sample are presented 
separately for men and women in Table 1. 

MEASURES FOR PRECARIOUS EMPLOYMENT. Four separate measures were used to 
represent precarious employment, including hourly wage, availability of benefits, 
union protection, and part-time work status. The validation of these measures was 
based on Rodgers and Rodgers’ (1989) definition of precarious employment, among 
other sources that emphasize particular work schedules as precarious (see Fuller and 
Vosko, 2007; Kim et al., 2008). In general, high quality, and therefore non-precarious 
work settings are operationalized by high hourly wages, the availability of benefits, 
the presence of union protection, and full-time work status (35 or more hours per 
week; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). Hourly wages represent respondents’ 
hourly wage from their main job. Given the positive skew of the distribution, hourly 
wages was logged (after adding 1 to remove 0’s). Benefits are measured by averaging 
the availability of workplace benefits. Nine items were used asking about personal 
and family health benefits, retirement plans offered by employers, and paid vacation 
time. Responses are coded (2) yes or (1) no. Scores were summed and averaged by 
the total number of items. Union protection was measured by a single item asking 
if respondents are a member of a union OR collective bargaining unit. Responses 
are coded (1) yes or (0) no. Finally, part-time work status was measured by asking 
respondents how many hours they work per week. By national U.S. standards those 
who reported 34 hours or less per week were defined “part-time” compared to “full-
time” (reference, 35 or more; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009). 
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TABLE 1

descriptive Statistics for Men and Women, Human Capital Investments, Family determinants, and Control 
Variables (N = 835, Men; N = 1,189, Women)
 Men (N = 835) Women (N = 1,189)

Variable M Sd M Sd

Precarious Employment Measures

hourly wage 22.768 38.784 15.971*** 12.623

benefits 1.812 .272 1.762*** .308

union protection .205 .404 .175* .380

part-time work .063 .244 .178*** .381

Human Capital

less than high school .055 .283 .027*** .162

high school .252 .434 .231 .422

some secondary education .326 .469 .333 .472

4-year or graduate degree .368 .482 .408* .492

professional .358 .480 .440*** .497

technical worker .200 .400 .357*** .479

service worker .081 .274 .112** .315

labourer .361 .480 .091*** .287

less than 12 years experience .217 .412 .249** .433

12 to 21 years experience .258 .438 .251 .434

22 to 30 years experience .263 .441 .304*** .460

30 or more years experience .262 .440 .197*** .398

Family determinants

married .705 .456 .605*** .489

never married .181 .385 .169 .375

previously married .114 .318 .226*** .419

number of children .872 1.188 .742** 1.070

time on childcare 8.195 13.795 9.882** 16.419

time on housework 13.398 10.109 17.362*** 11.468

Control Variables

size of workplace 4.016 2.639 3.756** 2.512

Work hours per week 46.988 10.862 41.368*** 11.205

immigrant  .074 .262 .056* .229

White .813 .390 .812 .391

note: means for categorical variables represent the percentage of respondents in each category

asterisks represent significant gender differences. 
* p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.

GENDER. Respondents’ gender was coded (0) for women and (1) for men. 

WORK-RELATED MEASURES. Human capital and work-related determinants are cap-
tured by three separate measures, including education, experience, and occupation. 
Education is represented by four categories: “less than high school” (reference cat-
egory), “high school”, “some post secondary education”, and “4-year or graduate de-
gree.” Occupation was measured by title of respondents’ main job. These responses 
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were recoded based on the 1990 U.S. Census codes, including “professional” (execu-
tive, administrative, and managers), “technical” (technical, sales, and administrative 
support), “service” (private services, such as launders, or housekeepers; public ser-
vices, such as police, health care, and personal services), and “labourers” (operators, 
production workers, and repair workers). Professionals were used as the reference 
category. These categories reflect commonly used occupational classifications (Bond 
et al., 2003). Experience is measured by respondents’ years working in the labour 
force since the age of 18. In accordance with NSCW (Bond et al., 2003) categories, 
these figures were categorized by “less than 12 years” (reference category), “12 to 
21 years”, “22 to 30 years”, and “more than 30 years.”

FAMILY-RELATED DETERMINANTS. Family-related determinants include marital status, 
number of children, time on childcare, and time on household responsibilities. Marital 
status included those “married (including common-law)” compared to respondents 
who have “never married” or were “previously married.” Number of children 
included all children in the household under 18. Time on childcare was gathered by 
asking, “On average, on days when you’re working, about how much time do you 
spend taking care of or doing things with your (child/children)?” Responses were 
coded in hours and multiplied by seven to represent hours spent on childcare per 
week. Time on housework includes respondents’ answer to the following question: 
“On average, on days when you’re working, about how much time do you spend 
on home chores—things like cooking, cleaning, repairs, shopping, yard work, and 
keeping track of money and bills?” Responses were multiplied by seven to represent 
hours spent on housework per week. 

CONTROL MEASURES. To properly specify the following model for precarious work 
settings, additional factors are controlled for, including organizational size, race/
ethnicity, and immigrant status. Size includes 10 categories capturing approximately 
how many people are employed by the respondent’s company or organization at their 
work location, including themselves. Categories include “under 25”, “25 to 49”, “50 
to 74”, “75 to 99”, “100 to 249”, “250 to 499”, “500 to 999”, “1000 to 5999”, 
“6,000 to 9,999”, and “10,000 or more.” Immigrant status measures whether the 
respondent is an immigrant to the U.S. in reference to those in the sample who are 
not. Finally, respondents’ ethnicity is measured as “White” versus all other categories 
of race, including “Black or African American”, “Native American or Alaskan Native”, 
“Asian, Pacific Islander, or Indian (from India)”, and “Other, including mixed.” Originally, 
age was controlled in all models; however, due to high collinearity with years of work 
experience (r = .84), this variable was removed from the model. Descriptives for the 
measures are reported separately for men and women in Table 1. 

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY. Hypothesis 1 was tested by comparing significant differences 
in men’s and women’s mean values for each of the precarious employment measures 
(Table 1) by occupation (Table 2). These differences are identified by asterisks in each 
table. Next, the main effects of human capital and family-related investments were 
estimated, controlling for gender. This procedure serves two purposes: first, the effects 
of human capital and family-related determinants must be examined to answer my 
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TABLE 3

ordinary Least Squares and Logistic Regression Results for the Effects of Human Capital Investments and 
Family determinants on Precarious Employment Indicators (N = 2,024)

 Hourly Wage (ln) Benefits Union Part-time†

Variable Coefficient Coefficient odds Ratio odds Ratio

gender (men) .296*** .015 .859 .355***

Human Capital    
high school a .174*** .162*** 3.022** 1.576

some post-secondary .314*** .149*** 3.406*** 2.102*

4-year or graduate degreea .580*** .184*** 6.071*** 1.627

technical workerb -.105*** .005 .861 2.103***

service workerb -.322*** -.141*** 1.322 4.345***

labourer b -.164*** -.059*** 2.731*** 1.317

12 to 21 years experiencec .272*** .064*** .881 .687*

22 to 30 years experiencec .378*** .081*** 1.532** .614**

30 or more years experiencec .437*** .076*** 2.036*** .821

Family determinants    
never marriedd -.093** -.002 .818 1.399*

previously marriedd -.019 -.001 1.049 .701*

number of children .031 -.006 1.066 .959

time on childcare -.001 .001*** 1.006 1.003

time on housework -.004*** -.002*** .999 1.023***

Control Variables    
size of workplace .038*** .031*** 1.061** .845***

Work hours per week -.004*** .007*** 1.016*** —

immigrant -.021 -.008*** .597* 1.301

White -.044 -.008 .619*** 1.022

Constant 2.213*** 1.192***   — —

(Pseudo) R2 .319 .299 .066 .141

Log Likelihood — — -911.901 -669.806

† Work hours per week was excluded from model 4 because of high collinearity between part-time status and hours worked. 

note: Pseudo R2 is reported for models 3 through 4, in accordance with logit models. 
a Compared to less than high school education. b Compared to professionals. c Compared to less than 12 years experience. d Compared to married.

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

TABLE 2 

Cross-Tabulation of Precarious Employment Measures by occupational Category (N = 2,024)

 Precarious Employment Measures

 Hourly wage (ln) Benefits Union Part-time

occupation Men Women Men Women Men  Women Men  Women

Professional  29.168 19.159*** 1.898 1.826*** .141 .231*** .027 .107***

Technical  28.542 14.145*** 1.822 1.769** .156 .120 .132 .191**

Service  13.446 10.241** 1.714 1.502*** .265 .098 .132 .421***

Labourer 15.314 14.776 1.742 1.745 .282 .213* .047 .148***

note: means for categorical variables represent the percentage of respondents in each category

asterisks represent significant gender differences. * p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.
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second research question. Second, to test hypotheses 2a and 3a, it is necessary to 
model these effects while controlling for gender to determine whether human 
capital and family-related investments explain any of the observed gender differences 
in precarious work criteria. If in fact human capital and family-related investments 
explain gender differences in precarious work, results would support human capital 
arguments that men and women simply invest differently in these situations. Table 3 
presents the main effects model results. Models for hourly wage and benefits used 
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression techniques to estimate the effects of human 
capital investments and family-related determinants. Binary logistic techniques were 
conducted using maximum likelihood estimation to model the effects of human capital 
and family-related determinants on union protection and part-time work status. 

 After estimating the main effects of human capital and family-related 
determinants, controlling for gender, differences between men and women still 
persist among hourly wages and part-time work status. To better understand why 
these differences exist, I test hypotheses 3a and 3b from a stratification perspective 
using a gender interaction approach (see Wright et al., 1995: 409). Recall hypotheses 
3a and 3b argue that human capital and family-related determinants function 
differently for men and women, which would be supported by the presence of 
significant interactions between gender and human capital and family-related 
explanatory measures. A gender interaction approach tests stratification theory by 
estimating additional equations for the precarious work measure in question. These 
equations include gender interactions for each of the explanatory measures, minus 
the controlled conditions. Interaction models were only tested for hourly wages and 
part-time work since gender differences in access to benefits and union protection 
were already explained by the main effects. The main models for hourly wages and 
part-time work were each re-estimated two times: an additional model for the gender 
interactions with human capital investments and one for the gender interactions with 
family determinants. Table 4 highlights significant multiplicative terms by comparing 
differences in overall model fit. Significant r-square (R2) and chi-square (χ2) values are 
presented for each set of interaction terms where applicable. 

The initial results in Table 4 reveal several gender-contingent work and family-
related effects. These results justify re-estimating separate models for men’s and 
women’s hourly wages and part-time work status. A total of four models were 
estimated in this last step of analyses. Table 4 presents the regression coefficients and 
odds ratios for human capital and family-related determinants for men’s and women’s 
hourly wages and part-time work status. 

Results

Gendered Differences in Precarious Work settings

Table 1 reports descriptives for men (n = 989) and women (n = 1,189) separately. This 
table also highlights significant gender differences for each of the four dependent 
measures, including hourly wage, benefits, union protection, and part-time employ-
ment. According to these tests (not shown), men earn significantly more per hour 
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TABLE 4

Gender-Interaction Effects of determinants on Precarious Employment Indicators (N = 2,024)

  Hourly Wage (ln) Part-time

Interaction Term Coefficient Coefficient odds Ratio odds Ratio

gender (men) .029 .340*** .408 .503*

Human Capital    

high schoola -.017 .185*** 1.544 1.63

secondary education a .159 .324*** 1.934 2.195*

4-year or grad degree a .437*** .588*** 1.503 1.721

technical worker b -.076* -.103*** 1.674** 2.026***

service worker b -.298*** -.232*** 4.705*** 4.601***

labourer b -.011 -.168*** 1.508 1.414

12 to 21 years experience c .226 .272*** .874 .670*

22 to 30 years experience c .327*** .373*** .782 .647**

30 or more years experience c .395*** .426*** .776 .827

Gender x Human Capital    

high school x gender a .333** — 1.034 —

secondary education x gender a .247* — 1.252 —

4-year or grad degree x gender a .203 — 1.040 —

technical worker x gender b -.075 — 2.571* —

service worker x gender b -.075 — .579 —

labourer x gender b -.267*** — .936 —

12 to 21 years experience x gender c .134* — .241** —

22 to 30 years experience x gender c .134** — .253** —

30 or more years experience x gender c .152 — .984 —

Family determinants

   never married d -.091** -.007 1.332 1.033

   previously married d -.027 .016 .693 .611*

   number of children .030** .001 .976 1.111

   Childcare -.001 -.001 1.003 1.006

   housework -.004*** -.001* 1.0220*** 1.019**

Gender x Family determinants    

never married x gender d — -.202*** — 1.631

previously married x gender d — -.090 — 1.467

number of children x gender — .051* — .318

Childcare x gender — -.002 — .988

housework x gender — -.001 — 1.000**

Constant 2.383*** 2.194*** — —

(Pseudo) R2† .326*** .324** .156*** .165***

Log Likelihood — — -657.851 -651.189

note: all models control for firm size, immigrant status, and ethnicity. models 1 through 4 also control for hours worked per week. 

† significance refers to difference in R2 between the main effects and interaction models. 
a Compared to less than high school education. b Compared to professionals. c Compared to less than 12 years experience. d Compared to married.

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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compared to women ($22.77 for men; $15.97 for women), and are more likely to 
have benefits (mean = 1.812 for men; mean = 1.762 for women). Men are also 
more likely to have union protection (21% of men; 18% of women), and compared 
to men (6%), women are more likely to work part time (17%). Figure 1 presents a 
pictoral reference of the gender differences in precarious work criteria. Table 2 sug-
gests gendered patterns persist across almost all occupational categories On average, 
women receive less hourly pay and benefits in all occupations, and are less likely to 
have union protection and more likely to work part-time. These results contribute to 
my first research question—what is the gendered nature of precarious employment? 
Results support hypothesis 1, which predicted that women would be more likely than 
men to work in precarious settings or situations. 

Human Capital and Family Determinants

Table 3 presents results for the main effects of human capital investments and family-
related determinants. As expected, those with higher education and experience earn 
considerably more per hour, accrue more benefits from work, and are more likely to 
have union representation. Education has little effect on the likelihood of working 
part-time. The results for occupation are mixed, but suggest that overall, professionals 
(reference category) fare better, compared to those in technical, service, or labouring 
occupations. Family determinants affect precarious work situations in that more time 
on childcare and housework decreases hourly wages and benefits, while increasing 
the likelihood of working part-time. These results answer my second research ques-
tion, suggesting that human capital investments decrease the likelihood of working 
in precarious settings (Hypothesis 2a), while family-related investments increase the 
likelihood of working in precarious settings (Hypothesis 2b). 

Hypotheses 2a and 2b also predicted that human capital and family-related 
determinants function similarly for men and women. The absence of a significant 

FIGURE 1

Gender differences in Precarious Employment Criteria
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gender effect on precarious employment criteria after accounting for human capital 
and family-related investments (Table 3) suggests that these investments function 
similarly for men and women, and any observed gender differences in benefits 
or union representation is a product of different levels of investments. To better 
understand these gendered patterns, it is necessary to review the mean differences 
in men’s and women’s human capital and family determinants. These differences are 
highlighted in Table 1 and suggest that women, although equally likely to have high 
education and hold professional occupations, have less workplace experience and 
spend considerably more time on childcare and housework, which may explain the 
gender differences in men’s and women’s reported workplace benefits and union 
protection. The control measures may also account for these gender differences: size 
of workplace, hours of work per week, and being born in the U.S. positively affect 
benefits and increase the likelihood of union protection. Men and women differ 
significantly on these three factors, in that men work more hours, in larger firms, 
and are more likely to have immigrant status. Overall then, the gender discrepancies 
between men’s and women’s benefits and union representation are not necessarily 
a product of gender biases towards men and women in the workplace, but rather 
result from differences in men’s and women’s human capital, family investments, 
workplaces, and immigrant status. 

Turning again to Table 3, results suggest that significant gender differences still 
ensue between men’s and women’s hourly wages and the likelihood of working part-
time, even after accounting for men’s and women’s human capital and family-related 
investments. These results support gender stratification hypotheses 3a and 3b. 
Like the human capital hypotheses, these hypotheses predicted that human capital 
investments decrease the likelihood of working in precarious settings (hypothesis 
3a), while family-related investments increase the likelihood of working in precarious 
settings (hypothesis 3b); however, these effects function differently for men and 
women. To better understand these differences, it is necessary to first review the 
results of the gender-interaction models, and second, to review the main effects of 
human capital and family-related investments separately for men and women. 

Gender interactions: Human Capital and Family-related Determinants 
Table 4 presents the gender interaction for the effects of human capital and family-
related determinants on hourly wages and the likelihood of working part-time. Ac-
cording to the results from models 1 and 2, education, labour work (compared to 
professional work), experience, marital status, and number of children affect hourly 
wages differently for men and women. The gender-interaction effects on part-time 
work tell a different story, suggesting that technical work (compared to professional), 
experience, and time on housework affect the likelihood of working part-time dif-
ferently for men and women. Each set of interaction terms improves the fit of the 
models, as suggested by the significant change in the (Pseudo) R2 / log likelihood (χ2), 
which compare the main effects and multiplicative models. The gender contingent 
effects of human capital and family-related determinants are more easily interpretable 
by separating the main effects model for men and women.
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Focussing on the effects of human capital and family determinants on hourly wages 
(Table 5, models 1 and 2), it appears that for men, high school and some secondary 
education increase men’s hourly wage, but additional education has little effect on 
women. Gender differences in the effects of experience tell a similar story. Compared 
to women, men with more experience receive greater monetary benefits. And while 
the number of children men have benefits men’s overall wage, never being married 
can be detrimental. These two factors have no effect for women’s hourly wages. 

TABLE 5 

ordinary Least Squares and Logistic Regression Results for the Effects of Human Capital Investments and 
Family determinants on Precarious Employment Measures for Men (N = 835) and Women (N = 1,189)

 Hourly Wage (ln) Part-time

 Men  Women  Men  Women 

Variable Coefficient Coefficient odds Ratio odds Ratio

Human Capital    

high school a .331*** -.201 1.407 1.634

some secondary education a .426*** .156 2.256 2.063

4-year or graduate degree a .660*** .429*** 1.591 1.608

technical worker b -.143*** -.075* 4.203*** 1.701**

service worker b -.369*** -.292*** 3.609** 4.768***

labourer b -.278*** -.023 1.567 1.556

12 to 21 years experience c .318*** .262*** .326** .768

22 to 30 years experience c .429*** .351*** .293** .754

30 or more years experience c .470*** .408*** .723 .805

Family determinants    

never married d -.200*** -.032 1.482* 1.078

previously married d -.073 -.005 .982* .615**

number of children .057*** -.002 .389** 1.106

time on childcare -.002 -.001 .993 1.005

time on housework -.003** -.004** 1.023* 1.024***

Control Variables    

size of workplace .029*** .041*** .832*** .849***

Work hours per week -.006*** -.003** — —

immigrant .015 -.024 1.057 1.573

White .072 -.115*** .761 1.073

Constant 2.461*** 2.363*** — —

(Pseudo) R2 .379 .247 .226 .110

Log Likelihood — — -295.466 -491.526

note: Pseudo R2 is only reported for models 3 through 4, in accordance with logit models. 
a Compared to less than high school education. b Compared to professionals. c Compared to less than 12 years experience. d Compared to married.

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Turning to the gender specific effects for part-time work (Table 5, models 3 and 4), 
work experience decreases the likelihood of men working part-time by approximately 
70%. Yet overall, experience has little effect for women. Men who are technical 
workers are also more likely to work part-time—approximately four times more likely 
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compared to professionally employed men, and while women in this occupation are 
also more likely to work part-time, this effect is much less. Housework also affects 
the likelihood of working part-time, and this negative effect is stronger for women 
compared to men. 

Control measures

The size of respondents’ workplace, weekly work hours, immigrant status, and race/
ethnicity also affect job quality. Table 2 reports that those working in larger organizations 
receive higher wages, more benefits, and are less likely to work part-time. Working 
more hours per week is negatively related to hourly wage, yet positively related to 
benefits and the likelihood of union protection (recall this variable was excluded from 
the model estimating the likelihood of working part-time because of high collinearity; 
r = .84). Immigrants are less likely to have benefits or union protection and Whites are 
less likely to have union protection, compared to ethnic minorities. 

Discussion and Conclusions

The current study set out to answer three specific questions on: a) the gendered pat-
terns of precarious employment; b) the effects of human capital and family-related 
investments on precarious employment; and c) the extent to which these investments 
and obligations affect precarious employment criteria differently for men and wom-
en. Based on commonly used measures of precarious employment, individuals’ hourly 
wage, workplace benefits, union protection, and part-time work status were consid-
ered the focal indicators of high quality and therefore non-precarious work settings. 

Results from this study contribute to the literature on precarious employment in 
three ways: a) there is a “gender” to precarious employment in that women are more 
likely to work in low quality job settings, characterized by less financial rewards, fewer 
benefits, union protection, and part-time work status; b) women may be subjected to 
more precarious employment in part because of less human capital, their overriding 
family obligations, and other work-related criteria, which supports human capital 
predictions; however, c) in accordance with gender stratification theory, women’s 
overrepresentation in low paying, part-time work situations is partially a consequence 
of discriminatory practices in the workplace. Women experience disadvantages in the 
labour market because their human capital and family-related investments function 
differently compared to men’s. These results suggest that neither human capital theory, 
nor gender stratification theory fully explain why women are overrepresented in 
precarious work; rather I propose that each perspective provides a unique contribution 
to understanding the gendered patterns of precarious employment. Implications and 
explanations of these findings are discussed in the following section.

The “Gendered” Nature of Precarious employment

The findings of this study support previous literature documenting the quality of 
women’s job settings, which suggest that despite women’s advances in the labour 
market, many are still situated in less rewarding and less secure work settings (Cranford 
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et al., 2003; Fuller and Vosko, 2007; Kalleberg et al., 2000; Ruyter and Warnecke, 
2008; Vosko, 2006). The results from the current study support human capital and 
gender stratification theory in that women are more likely to work in precarious 
settings, which is evidenced by women’s lower hourly wages, fewer benefits, absence 
of union protection, and over-representation in part-time positions. Yet, unlike previous 
studies, the current project goes beyond establishing women’s over-representation in 
precarious work settings by discussing why these patterns persist. 

Human Capital and Family-related Determinants:  
implications for Precarious employment

To better understand gender differences in precarious employment, this study also 
examined the implications of human capital and family-related determinants on pre-
carious employment criteria. Recall that human capital theory argues that the more 
individuals invest in their personal capital, including work experience, education, and 
training in particular occupations, the more rewards they will receive in the labour 
market. Alternatively, the more individuals invest in family, including childcare and 
household chores, the less likely they are to be rewarded in the workplace, given that 
these investments are relatively undervalued by employers (Becker, 1994; Mincer and 
Polachek, 1974). Results from the current study support human capital theory in that 
those with more education, labour market experience, working in more prestigious 
professions receive greater wages, more benefits and are more likely to work full-time 
with union protection. Investments in family present patterns expected by human 
capital theory in that those who spend more time on household and childcare likely 
work in more precarious settings (Becker, 1994). 

Gender Differences in Human Capital and Family-related investments

In accordance with human capital theories, this study found that gender differences 
in precarious employment may result, at least in part, by differences in human capital 
and work-related criteria. In particular, women report less labour market experience 
necessary to accrue greater workplace rewards, benefits, or more secure, full-time 
positions. Men and women also differ in terms of family-related investments, in 
that women spend far greater time on weekly housework, which arguably signals 
lower workplace commitment (Blair-Loy, 2003), which can result in fewer workplace 
rewards. The results from this study also suggest that gender differences in precarious 
employment relate to men’s and women’s work hours and the size of their work setting. 
Men likely work more hours in larger firms, both of which lead to greater workplace 
rewards especially in terms of union protection and benefits (Cranford et al., 2003). 
More work hours accrues additional benefits because employees are often rewarded 
for their commitment through promotions and extensive workplace benefits. Larger 
firms are more likely to be unionized because they have political power in numbers, 
which facilitates solidarity and union action (Hirsch and Addison, 1986). 

Gender discrimination arguments help explain these differences in work experience, 
work-settings, and family-determinants by claiming that although some forms of 
human capital and family investments work similarly for men’s and women’s rewards, 
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women may not have equal opportunity to receive jobs in larger organizations, gain 
labour market experience, or work the necessary hours required in highly secure, 
rewarding positions. Such explanations are supported by previous research in the U.S. 
(Britton, 2000; Reskin, 1993). These studies and others suggest that although women 
are meeting, and in some cases exceeding men’s educational achievements, women are 
still disadvantaged in the areas of labour market experience, occupational attainment 
(Britton, 2000), and work hours because of their overriding, and often expected family 
obligations (Leahey, 2007; Milkie and Peltola, 1999; Suitor et al., 2001). Such barriers 
explain differences in men’s and women’s human capital investments, which in turn 
explain why women are still overrepresented in precarious work settings. 

Gender stratification: Women’s segregation in Precarious employment 

Women’s over-representation in precarious work settings is also a function of 
discriminatory practices on behalf of the employer. The current study suggests 
that human capital and family-related investments function differently for men 
and women when it comes to precarious employment. Compared to women, men 
with equal education and work experience receive higher hourly wages and are less 
likely to work part time. And, compared to men, women who spend equal time on 
household chores are more likely to be penalized, receiving less pay and are more 
likely to work part-time positions. These findings suggest that women are more likely 
to be employed in precarious work settings as a result of employers’ discriminatory 
preferences, as opposed to human capital alone. As mentioned previously, there 
are several reasons why employers discriminate against women in the workplace 
including a) organizational norms perpetuating the value of men over women 
in the occupation; b) the belief that women are too emotional to handle certain 
positions; and, c) the power of statistical discrimination in hiring decisions, which is 
discrimination based on stereotypes about women. Taken together, these explanations 
address employers’ reservations towards a particular type of worker based on logical 
expectations regarding the workers’ ability and commitment (England, 1992; Reskin, 
1993; Wright et al., 1995). Results from the current study confirm that such workplace 
discrimination transcends comparable worth arguments for education, experience, 
and other human capital indicators, especially when it comes to women’s wages and 
part-time work statuses. 

Despite the contributions of the current study, there are several limitations worth 
highlighting. First, the cross-sectional design of these data restricts confidence in 
causal ordering of the focal associations. For example, it is highly plausible that women 
who spend considerable time on household and childcare choose to work part-time 
rather than full-time jobs. Future research might integrate these relationships using 
longitudinal data that tracks women’s entry into particular precarious positions given 
their family-related obligations. In addition, selection effects are worth considering. 
It is likely that individuals with higher education choose to work for companies who 
offer extensive benefits and union protection. They may select more rewarding jobs, 
therefore avoiding precarious situations. Such considerations have implications for my 
estimates and study results.
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Second, several measurement issues are worth noting. The four measures of 
precarious employment used in this study could be improved. For example, the index 
for benefits could be examined across types of benefits, such as family, personal, and 
retirement. Wages could be examined in the context of other monetary workplace 
rewards, such as vacation pay and sick leave. Finally, workplace security and job 
loss should also be considered in future research on precarious employment. These 
considerations were not tested in the current study given measurement restrictions 
of the NSCW data. 

In closing, this study provides explanations for why women are continually 
segregated in precarious work settings. By highlighting gender differences in human 
capital and family-related investments, researchers can focus more on why women 
continue to report less work experience, more time on domestic responsibilities, 
and fewer work hours in smaller organizations, and document the extent to which 
these patterns are changing over time. Although women have made advances in 
the workplace in recent decades, the current study suggests that women are still 
disadvantaged overall in terms of human capital investments and in how these 
investments function in the workplace when determining placement in precarious 
work situations
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RéSUMé

Différences relatives au sexe dans les situations  
d’emplois précaires

Malgré les avancés des travaux de recherche documentant l’accroissement de la 
représentation des femmes dans les emplois précaires, peu d’études ont examiné les 
raisons qui expliquent ce phénomène. Dans cette recherche j’examine cette question 
directement en me concentrant sur la dimension sexuée de l’emploi précaire et sur 
les investissements en capital humain et les obligations familiales qui influent sur la 
probabilité de se retrouver dans de telles situations. Alors que les recherches antérieures 
ont surtout mis en évidence la ségrégation sexuelle dans les emplois hautement 
précaires, les résultats de la présente étude offrent une meilleure compréhension des 
causes de la surreprésentation persistante des femmes dans de tels emplois, caractérisés 
par une rémunération moins élevée et le temps partiel.

L’étude aborde spécifiquement trois questions concernant a) les modèles sexués de 
l’emploi précaire, b) les effets des investissements en capital humain et des obligations 
familiales sur l’emploi précaire et, c) jusqu’à quel point ces investissements et obligations 
caractérisent différemment l’emploi précaire selon le sexe. Les emplois bien rémunérés 
comportant de bons avantages sociaux, une protection syndicale et un statut de travail 
à temps complet sont considérés comme des indicateurs d’emplois de haute qualité et 
donc de situations d’emplois non précaires.

Pour examiner les déterminants de l’emploi précaire, je fais appel à deux théories 
concurrentes de l’activité : la théorie du choix rationnel (mieux connue sous le vocable 
de théorie du capital humain) et la théorie de la stratification selon le sexe. Tandis que 
les théoriciens du capital humain mettent l’emphase sur le rôle des choix individuels 
et des investissements en capital humain pour expliquer l’obtention d’emplois offrant 
à la fois sécurité et bonne rémunération, ceux de la stratification mettent de l’avant 
les demandes des employeurs à l’égard de certains groupes de la population active 
et la discrimination personnelle contre les membres de ces groupes. Bien que ces 
deux perspectives théoriques permettent de produire des explications correctes de la 
présence croissante des femmes dans les milieux à emplois précaires, ni l’une ni l’autre 
ne le fait de façon exhaustive. Étant donné toutefois que les deux théories suggèrent 
que les femmes sont plus susceptibles de travailler dans les emplois précaires, nous nous 
attendions à des résultats semblables dans la présente étude. 

En s’appuyant sur les débats en cours dans la littérature, l’étude propose deux 
ensembles d’hypothèses concurrentes selon les deux perspectives énoncées. Mais 
d’abord une première hypothèse (hypothèse 1), plus générale et compatible avec 
les deux perspectives, s’énonce ainsi : les femmes sont plus susceptibles d’occuper les 
emplois précaires.

Capital humain – Hypothèse 2a : la dotation en capital humain diminue la probabilité de 
travailler dans des emplois précaires et cela, tant pour les hommes que pour les femmes. 
Hypothèse 2b : les investissements liés à la famille augmentent la probabilité de travailler 
dans des emplois précaires et cela, tant pour les hommes que pour les femmes.

Stratification selon le sexe – Hypothèse 3a : la dotation en capital humain diminue 
la probabilité de travailler dans des emplois précaires et cela, de façon plus marquée 
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pour les hommes. Hypothèse 3b : les investissements liés à la famille augmentent la 
probabilité de travailler dans des emplois précaires et cela, de façon plus marquée pour 
les femmes.

Pour vérifier l’hypothèse 1, j’ai eu recours aux données américaines de l’enquête 
« National Survey of the Changing Workforce » de 2002. Les participants potentiels 
incluent les personnes de 18 ans et plus en emploi (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky et Prottas, 
2003). Les spécifications méthodologiques sur l’échantillon se retrouvent dans l’article. 
Étant donné les similitudes entre les marchés du travail américain et canadien et les 
relations selon le sexe employés/employeurs, plusieurs généralisations peuvent être 
faites entre les deux pays. 

Les résultats de notre étude contribuent aux connaissances dans la littérature de 
trois façons : a) il y a un « sexe » à l’emploi précaire du fait que les femmes sont 
plus susceptibles de travailler dans des emplois de faible qualité, caractérisés par des 
rétributions financières plus faibles, de moindres avantages sociaux, une absence de 
protection syndicale, et un statut de travail à temps partiel; b) les femmes peuvent 
être davantage sujettes à l’emploi précaire en partie à cause de leur plus faible capital 
humain, de l’importance qu’elles accordent à leurs obligations familiales, et d’autres 
caractéristiques liées au travail, ce qui semble supporter les prédictions de la théorie du 
capital humain; toutefois, c) en accord avec la théorie de la stratification selon le sexe, 
la surreprésentation des femmes dans des emplois peu rémunérateurs et à temps partiel 
est en partie une conséquence des pratiques discriminatoires dans les milieux de travail. 
Les femmes subissent des désavantages sur le marché du travail parce que leur capital 
humain et leurs investissements liés à la famille ne jouent pas de la même façon que 
dans le cas des hommes. Les résultats suggèrent que ni la théorie du capital humain ni 
celle de la stratification selon le sexe expliquent pleinement pourquoi les femmes sont 
surreprésentées dans l’emploi précaire même si chacune de ces perspectives procure 
une contribution unique à la compréhension des modèles sexués de l’emploi précaire. 

Globalement, cette étude propose des explications de la ségrégation continue des 
femmes dans des emplois précaires. En mettant en évidence les différences de capital 
humain selon le sexe et dans les investissements liés à la famille, les chercheurs peuvent 
s’attarder davantage sur pourquoi les femmes continuent d’afficher moins d’expérience 
de travail, plus de temps consacré aux responsabilités domestiques, et moins d’heures 
de travail, dans de plus petites entreprises et mieux documenter dans quelle mesure 
ces modèles changent avec le temps. Même si les femmes ont réalisé des gains au cours 
des dernières décennies sur le marché du travail, l’étude suggère qu’elles sont toujours 
désavantagées globalement en termes d’investissements en capital humain et comment 
ces investissements les amènent à se retrouver dans des situations d’emplois précaires.

MOTS-CLÉS : emploi précaire, emploi non standard, différences selon le sexe, théorie du 
capital humain, théorie de la stratification selon le sexe
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RESUMEn

Diferencias de género en el modelo de trabajo precario

Este estudio utiliza la teoría del capital humano y de la estratificación de género 
para responder a tres preguntas de investigación con respecto a las características de 
género del empleo precario, a los efectos de las inversiones en capital humano y de las 
obligaciones familiares sobre el empleo precario, y la amplitud como estas inversiones y 
obligaciones afectan el empleo precario de manera diferenciada a hombres y mujeres. 
Los empleos lucrativos que ofrecen beneficios, protección sindical y un estatuto de 
trabajo a tiempo completo, fueron considerados de alta calidad y por tanto como 
empleo no precario. Los resultados, utilizando datos de Estados Unidos, sugieren : 
a) un modelo de “género” en el empleo precario, es decir que las mujeres son más 
susceptibles de trabajar en empleos de baja calidad; b) discrepancias de género en 
cuanto a los beneficios y la protección sindical que son explicadas por las diferencias 
entre hombres y mujeres respecto al capital humano, a la implicación familiar, y a otras 
situaciones relativas al trabajo; y c) diferencias de género en cuanto a los salarios y 
al estatuto de trabajo a tiempo parcial que resultan de la discriminación contra las 
mujeres en el trabajo. La implicación de estos resultados son discutidos ampliamente 
con recomendaciones para investigaciones ulteriores.

PALABRAS CLAVE: trabajo precario, trabajo atípico, diferencias de género, teoría del capital 
humano, teoría de la estratificación de género


