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3.  Status of Women in the Publishing Industry: 

 

Have women in the book industry been treated as equitably as men?  

 

Almost certainly not, according to early members of the WNBA. As its outspoken second 

president, Madge Jenison, observed during a February 17, 1921, meeting at the Children’s Book 

Shop on New York’s West 47th Street, “We all know men whose work some woman is doing, 

for which he is taking all the credit and getting the returns. Women must come out in the open 

and do things in the way that the world requires them to be done….[and avoid] the not doing of 

anything we want to do because we are afraid.”  

 

While members of the Women’s National Book Association continued to experience male bias 

for the next twenty-seven years, the organization first formally addressed that problem in 1948. 

A column in the spring issue of The Bookwoman that year entitled “What’s Your Opinion: Is a 

Woman’s Chance for Success in the Book Field Limited or Unlimited?” broached the subject by 

asking several booksellers across the country. Opinions varied. According to Rose Oller 

Harbaugh, who headed the Book Department of Chicago’s Marshall Field & Co., “I think 

women have every chance in the book world, both in publishing and retail outlets. It is a world of 

detail, imagination, and initiative.” 

 

Mrs. L.S. Teeter from the Book Department of F&R Lazarus & Co. in Columbus, Ohio, agreed. 

“I would say that a woman’s chance of success in the books field is unlimited.” In contrast, 
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Robert B. Campbell, president of Campbell’s Book Store, Los Angeles, thought their 

opportunities limited. Admittedly “women seem to be at least on a par with men in the retail end 

of the books field in this part of the country,” but “they are very limited in the field of publishers’ 

representatives and…limited to second-string jobs in the publishing end of the business.” George 

A. Hecht, general manager of the Doubleday Book Shops in New York, painted a still darker and 

probably more realistic picture. “A woman’s success in the book world, particularly in that part 

which constitutes bookselling is restricted—the reason being...prejudice. That this factor is 

gradually being overcome is a tribute to those women who have succeeded in spite of that 

prejudice.”  

 

Two years later, in 1950, The Bookwoman ran a front-page story headlined “Are Women 

Holding Their Own in the Book World?” based upon a September 26 meeting at the English-

Speaking Union. The talk was delivered by WNBA member Mary Elisabeth Edes, an assistant 

editor at Publishers Weekly. She referred to a report in the Book and Magazine Guide indicating 

that 80 percent of all employees in publishing were women, but few were “in top positions.” In a 

reflection of ongoing post-World War II employment practices,” Edes observed, “There is a 

trend…towards replacing women with men in the better jobs.” In addition, the report found that 

men received almost twice the compensation as women in similar positions.  

 

During the second wave of feminism some twenty years later, the WNBA made efforts to track 

that inequity more systematically. By early 1970 the New York chapter of the WNBA had a 

committee on the Status of Women in Publishing. That group mailed a test questionnaire to 

women with full-time publishing jobs. At an organization luncheon on November 17, the 
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WNBA’s guest speaker, Aileen C. Hernandez, president of the National Organization of Women, 

discussed the survey results with a large audience of members and nonmembers. Her tone was 

fiery. Not only did 57 percent of the women who answered the survey earn less than $15,000 but 

also “an amazing 55 percent said they thought they were fairly compensated for their experience 

and efforts.” Nevertheless 81 percent of those women had bachelor’s degrees or better. “I 

wonder—do the women who responded…truly believe that they are being paid equally for their 

years of service?” Hernandez asked. While there were still no studies on the aggregate number of 

people employed in book publishing it was “estimated that women comprise well over 60% --—

and perhaps as much as 75 percent of that that work force alone.” 

  

“What happens to women who enter the field? Do most…start as secretaries, and why?...only 2% 

started with responsible positions and an amazing 64% began with starting salaries of less than 

$4,500 per year. I suspect that you are NOT represented in top posts—and I wonder why not…” 

From the test mailing it was revealed that only 11 percent of top management were women. 

Hernandez warned the audience, “I suspect that some heads of publishing firms and other 

communications organizations are not going to support you in this endeavor,” but she 

nevertheless urged the WNBA to use “various techniques in order to gather the information you 

need.”  

 

Inspired by her talk, the New York chapter of the WNBA launched a new survey entitled Status 

of Women in Publishing: A Survey 1972–73. Introductory letters and questionnaires were mailed 

to nearly three hundred heads of publishing houses and personnel directors for distribution but 

fewer than a thousand people responded. A subsequent WNBA report about the findings listed 
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three reasons for the disappointing results. First, publishing executives and personnel directors 

“withheld cooperation…distributing the questionnaires”; secondly, few women in book 

publishing responded and most that did were in middle-management; finally, the survey results 

had little meaning “because there is no comparative data on the status of men in publishing.” 

Nevertheless, the survey was a start toward achieving a “full-scale survey of the working 

conditions of both men and women in publishing.” 

 

The April 1982 issue of The Bookwoman reported on a statistical study that appeared in 

Publishers Weekly by Stella Dong. Entitled “What’s Happening with Women in Publishing?” the 

WNBA noted that Dong’s report was a “golden opportunity” to obtain important information but 

failed to ask one crucial question—the gender of each respondent. “The inadequacies of this 

report are further proof of the need for real attention to the subject by the industry,” opined The 

Bookwoman.  

 

For example, one table of the Dong study listed salaries for specific job titles. Among them was 

a $50,000 average salary for a director of sales/marketing position and $35,000 for the VP of 

sales/marketing position. “One cannot help wondering if the person with the VP title is a woman 

who had been given the title as a sop to her vanity instead of the $50,000 reported [perhaps] by a 

man?” asked The Bookwoman. “An obvious conclusion seems to be that there is real need for an 

annual survey of salaries in publishing, as well as a basic study of overall employment 

problems.”  
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Today such studies exist but there are still biases against women in the workplace. A Publishers 

Weekly report of October 7, 2013, entitled “Differences in Pay Between Men and Women” noted 

that the average compensation in 2012 for men in publishing was $85,000 compared to $56,000 

for women—a 29 percent difference in their salaries. Still more recently, on October 7, 2015, a 

Publishers Weekly’s Salary Survey observed that inequities still exist but are smaller than in 

earlier years. The survey, which was conducted in 2014, attributed a salary decline for both sexes 

in publishing to the aftereffects of the Great Recession, the rise of e-books, and the increasingly 

youthful age of employees, down from 42 to 35. The average salary for men fell to $70,000 

while for women it declined to $51,000—representing a significant 19 percent gap in 

compensation. 

 

While that study reveals women in publishing continue to lag behind men in compensation, 

promotions and visibility, the trend is positive. In contrast to their status in 1917, which Madge 

Jenison reminded readers was “zero,” today’s women continue to strive to close the gap and 

achieve full recognition.  

	


