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WOMEN  ARTISTS: 1990 TO 2005 

In May 2008, the National Endowment for the 

Arts published Artists in the Workforce: 1990-

2005, a comprehensive report on the demo-

graphic and employment patterns of workers 

who are artists as their primary occupation.  

Although women artists in particular were not 

the focus of that study, it did allow for basic 

comparisons between men and women in artist 

jobs.  This paper gives a more detailed view of 

women artists, including patterns in the female 

composition of various artist jobs and in the 

earnings discrepancies between men and 

women. 

This analysis also builds on historical NEA 

research on women artists, beginning with the 

1979 report, Minorities and Women in the 

Arts: 1970.  The topic resurfaced in two NEA 

Research Notes from the following decade.1 

 

The findings presented here draw from the 

United States Census Bureauôs American 

Community Surveys conducted in 2003-2005, 

and the Census Bureauôs 1990 and 2000 

decennial censuses. 

1. Women make up just under half of all 

artists nationwide (46 percent), comparable 

to their percentage of the U.S. workforce. 

But they are underrepresented in many 

artist professions.    

In 2003-2005, nearly 8 out of 10 announc-

ers and architects were men, making these 

artist occupations the most male-

concentrated.   

Women were only 35 percent of producers 

and directors, and 36 percent of musicians. 

Yet women represent 75 percent of all 

dancers, and more than half of all designers 

and writers. 

 

2. Women have achieved a greater presence 

in some artist occupations, including 

architectsðthe highest-paying and most 

male-concentrated artist job. 

By 2003-2005, women made up 22 percent 

of all architectsða gain of seven percent-

age points from 1990. 

Women also increased their representation 

of photographers and actors, gaining 11 

points and 7 points, respectively.    

 

3. In the male-concentrated occupations 

where they have made the largest gains, 

women are substantially younger. 

The median age of women architects is 

38ðsix years younger than for men in this 

occupation. 

Between men and women photographers, 

the age gap is even greater.  Women in this 

field are typically 31, while the median age 

of men photographers is 43. 

 

 

Key Findings 
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4. Women artists are as likely to be married 

as female workers on the whole, but they 

are less likely to have children. 

In 2003-2005, 54 percent of women artists 

and 53 percent of all women workers were 

married. 

Twenty-nine percent of women artists had 

children under age 18, almost six percent-

age points lower than for women workers 

in general. 

 

5. Female artists cluster in low-population 

states. 

Women make up more than 55 percent of 

the artist labor force in Iowa, Alaska,           

New Hampshire, and Mississippi. 

They represent well below half of all artists 

in New York (45.8 percent) and in 

California (42.6 percent). 

6. Female artists earn less then male artists.  

They approach parity only in the perform-

ing arts. 

A greater percentage of women artists 

work part-time than male artists and, 

therefore, might be expected to earn less 

than male artists in general. Yet even those 

women artists who work full-year, full-

time, earn $0.75 for every dollar made by 

men artists. 

The median earning of female performing 

artists is $40,000ð$0.92 for every dollar 

earned by male performers. 

Non-performing female artists earn only 

$0.72 for every dollar males earn.   

Female Composition of Artist Occupations 

Totaling almost 919,000 artists in 2005, 

women represented 46 percent of the artist 

labor force, comparable to their percentage of 

all civilian workers.  This parity, however, is 

not matched in several detailed artist occupa-

tions.2 Men make up a large majority of 

announcers, architects, musicians, and 

producers and directors.  Women artists, 

meanwhile, are concentrated in dance, design, 

and writing occupations. 

 

In 2003-2005, nearly 8 out of 10 announcers 

and architects were men, making these artist 

occupations the most male-concentrated.  In 

fact, these are the only two artist occupations 

that meet the U.S. Department of Laborôs 

definition of non-traditional occupations for 

women.3 

 

Close behind are producers/directors and 

musiciansðwomen held only 35 percent and 

36 percent, respectively, of these jobs.  At the 

other end of the scale are dancers and 

choreographers: more than 7 out 10 of these 

workers were women.  To a lesser degree, 

women also made up the majority of designers 

and writers/authorsð55 percent of both 

occupations. 

 

The compositions of actors and entertainers 

and performers show only a slight gender 

difference when compared with those of all 

artists or civilian workers.  In 2003-2005, 

about 45 percent of workers in both occupa-

tions were women.  By gender, visual artists 

(art directors, fine artists, and animators) are 

also close to par with the labor market and all 

artistsð47 percent were women. 
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 Artist Occupations by Gender, 2003-2005

Total                     Men                Women

Number

Percentage of 

occupation Number

Percentage of 

occupation

Civilian labor force 144,898,471 77,630,434 53.6% 67,268,037 46.4%

All artists 1,999,474 1,080,767 54.1% 918,707 45.9%

Actors 39,717 21,787 54.9% 17,930 45.1%

Announcers 55,817 43,295 77.6% 12,522 22.4%

Architects 198,498 154,457 77.8% 44,041 22.2%

Art directors, fine artists, and animators 216,996 114,091 52.6% 102,905 47.4%

Dancers and choreographers 25,651 6,172 24.1% 19,479 75.9%

Designers 779,359 351,740 45.1% 427,619 54.9%

Entertainers and performers 41,128 22,578 54.9% 18,550 45.1%

Musicians 169,647 108,324 63.9% 61,323 36.1%

Photographers 147,389 84,235 57.2% 63,155 42.8%

Producers and directors 139,996 90,540 64.7% 49,456 35.3%

Writers and authors 185,276 83,547 45.1% 101,729 54.9%

Data source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey
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Index of Dissimilarity 

 

Gender disparity in occupations is typically measured by researchers using the Index of Dissimi-

larity (ID), which is based on the absolute deviation in the percentages of men and women across 

occupations.  The index, ranging from 0 to 1, shows the percentage of men or women that need to 

shift occupations for the two distributions to be equal.  The closer the ID is to 0, the more equal is 

the occupational distribution.4 

 

Among employed artists tracked by the American Community Survey, the ID was 19.6 percent in 

2003-2005, suggesting that roughly 20 percent of women artists would need to switch artist 

occupations to match the percentage distribution by occupation of men artists.5 

 

Calculation of the Index of Dissimilarity 

 

The ID is calculated as the sum of the absolute difference in the percentages of men and women 

across occupations: 

 

 
 

(where Pjm and Pjw measure the percentages of men (m) and women (w) in occupational category j.) 
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Trends in Artist Occupations by Gender  

Women have made gains in a number of artist 

occupations, including architects, an occupa-

tion traditionally held by men.6  In 1990, only 

15 percent of architects were women.  By  

2003-2005, the percentage had gained seven 

points, so that women, though still a small 

minority of all architects, represented 22 

percent. 

 

Women also increased their representation of 

photographers and actors, gaining 11 points 

and 7 points, respectively.  In 1990, women  

were 50 percent of writers and authors, but 

almost 55 percent of the profession in 2003-

2005. 

 

The producers-and-directors occupation 

remains as concentrated among men as it was 

in 1990.  In both time periods, women were 

only about 35 percent of that field.  Similarly, 

less than 25 percent of announcers were 

women in 1990 and in 2003-05. 

 

Women retained their huge presence in the 

dance professionðthree quarters of the 

combined dancers-and-choreographers 

occupation are womenðas true today as it was 

in 1990. 
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Demographics of Women Artists 

Age and Education 

 

In 2003-2005, the median age for all artists, 

men and women, was 40ðthe same median 

age reported for all men and women civilian 

workers.  There were, however, male and 

female age differences in several specific artist 

occupations. 

 

The average female photographer, for 

example, was 12 years younger than the 

typical male photographer, while the median 

age for women architects was 38ðsix years 

younger than for men architects.  Female 

entertainers were also, on average, six years 

younger than male entertainers, and women 

actors were typically five years younger. 

 

By contrast, women musicians and visual 

artists (fine artists, art directors, and animators) 

were usually five to six years older than men in 

those artist occupations. 

 

For a majority of artist occupations, there were 

no significant age differences between men 

and women.  These occupations included 

announcers, dancers and choreographers, 

designers, producers and directors, and writers 

and authors. 
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Men and women artists have similar levels of 

education.  Among all artists, 54 percent of 

workers of each gender held bachelorôs or 

advanced degrees.  But here, too, certain artist 

occupations display key educational differ-

ences between men and women.  Most notably, 

59 percent of women musicians have 

bachelorôs degrees or higher levels of 

educationð20 points higher than the 

percentage of men musicians with this level of 

education.  Almost 77 percent of female 

producers and directors have college degrees, 

versus 65 percent of men producers.  Women 

visual artists and announcers, also, are       

 

generally better educated than men                 

in these occupations. 

 

On the other hand, male photographers are 

significantly better educated than women 

photographers.  More than 43 percent have 

bachelorôs or advanced degreesð14 points 

higher than the percentage of female photogra-

phers with this level of training.  Further, 20 

percent of male dancers and choreographers 

have college degrees, well above the 13 

percent of the women dancers and choreogra-

phers in this category. 

 




