
Letters
There is a limit of 300 words for letters to the editor. Health Affairs reserves
the right to edit all letters for clarity, length, and tone. To submit a letter, go to
https://www.healthaffairs.org/submit. For additional information about letters,
contact letters@healthaffairs.org.

doi: 10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00091

Pay Gap Between Male And
Female Physicians
Using New York State survey data for
1999–2017, Anthony Lo Sasso and co-
authors (Feb 2020) found sex-based dis-
parities in physicians’ starting pay, even
after they adjusted for important varia-
bles. We have two comments on the re-
search. First, when there are substantial
differences in the sample’s high-paying
specialtydistributionbetween the sexes,
cross-specialty comparisons may con-
flate specialty choice with sex-based dis-
parities within a specialty.
Second, like every study of sex-based

income differences, the authors found
that male physicians work substantially
more hours than female physicians do.
We have proposed that overtime pay
premiums might explain sex-based in-
come differences.1 Overtime pay reim-
burses the sacrifice of nonfungible lei-
sure time, and overtime pay is law: US
federal law requires that wage earners
who work more than forty hours per
week be paid an overtime premium of
at least 50 percent.2

In a sample of about 8,500 primary
care general internists, family practi-
tioners, andpediatricians, our specialty-
specific analysis found that when hypo-

thetical overtime premiums of 0–61 per-
cent (depending on the specialty) were
applied to more than two thousand an-
nual hours of work, significant sex-based
income disparities were eliminated.1

If such reasonable levels of overtime
pay premiums can explain sex-based in-
come disparities within physician spe-
cialties, then future sex-based income
disparity research might pursue a
family—as opposed to a labor—econom-
ics approach to understand and address
the barriers that women face in pursu-
ing careers in highly paid specialties or
having the opportunity to work more
hours within their chosen specialty, if
they wish to do so.
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