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a b s t r a c t

We use data from the earlier and later cohorts of the NLSY to estimate the
effect of marriage and childbearing on wages. Our estimates imply that
marriage lowers female wages 2–4 percent in the year of marriage. Marriage
also lowers the wage growth of men and women by about two and four
percentage points, respectively. A first birth lowers female wages 2-3 percent,
but has no effect on wage growth. Male wages are unaffected by
childbearing. These findings suggest that early marriage and childbearing
can lead to substantial decreases in lifetime earnings.

I. Introduction

Age-specific marital and birth rates have fallen sharply in the United
States since the mid-1960s. The decline in these age-specific rates is attributable both
to a delay in marriage and childbearing and to a reduction in the fraction of individ-
uals who are ever likely to marry or have children. Among women aged 25-29, for
example, the percentage of ever-married decreased from 85 to 62 percent between
1976 and 2004 and the percentage with one or more live births decreased from 69
to 56 percent.1 The decline in marriage and childbearing is less pronounced at ages

David S. Loughran is a senior economist and Julie M. Zissimopoulos is an economist at the RAND
Corporation in Santa Monica, Calif. Both are also faculty members of the Frederick S. Pardee RAND
Graduate School. The authors gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the National Institute of
Child Health and Development under grant 5 R03 HD 40853. The data used in this article can be
obtained beginning October 2009 through September 2012 from David Loughran, RAND Corporation;
Santa Monica, CA 90407; loughran@rand.org.
½Submitted March 2007; accepted December 2007�
ISSN 022 166X E ISSN 1548 8004 8 2009 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

THE JOURNAL OF HUMAN RESOURCES d 44 d 2

1. Statistics on marital status are derived from the 1976 and 2004 March demographic supplements to the
Current Population Survey (CPS). Statistics on live births come from published tables of the U.S. Census
that employ the June fertility and marriage supplements to the CPS (see Table H1 available at http://
www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/fertility.html).



40–44, but still significant—the percentage of women ever married fell from 96 to 90
percent between 1976 and 2004 and the percentage of women with one or more live
births fell from 90 to 81 percent.

A variety of hypotheses have been proposed to explain why men and women are
more likely to postpone marriage and childbearing today, including increased access
to convenient forms of contraception like the ‘‘pill’’ (Akerlof, Yellen, and Katz 1996;
Goldin and Katz 2002), greater access to the labor market among women (Becker
1973; Van der Klaauw 1996; Blau, Kahn, and Waldfogel 2000), a decline in the num-
ber of marriageable men (Wilson 1987; Wood 1995; Brien 1997), rising male wage
inequality (Loughran 2002; Gould and Paserman 2003) and the rise in federal wel-
fare support for single mothers (Murray 1984; Moffitt 1992).

Another hypothesis for the delay in marriage and childbearing supposes that mar-
riage and childbearing have adverse effects on wages and, hence, lifetime labor mar-
ket earnings. As women have become more fully integrated into the labor force, and
their potential contribution to household income has risen, the opportunity cost of
marriage and childbearing in terms of foregone earnings has grown causing women
to delay both. Childbearing leads, at the very least, to temporary absences from work,
which can have a deleterious effect on wages, and, perhaps more significantly, to an
increase in the demand for household production, which may come at the cost of
market production. Marriage could independently lower wages if it is more difficult
to optimize career development within marriage than outside of marriage. We are
perhaps most likely to find support for these hypotheses when examining the labor
market experiences of women, but it is not out of the question that the wages of
men could be harmed by marriage and childbearing as well.

In this paper, we employ panel data on wages and marital and fertility histories
from the 1979 cohort of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY79)
and the earlier cohorts of the NLSY—the 1966 Young Men (NLSYM) cohort and
the 1968 Young Women (NLSYW) cohort—to estimate the effect of marriage and
childbirth on wages. Our research is distinguished from earlier empirical research
that employs similar panel data in several important ways. First, we examine the
effects of marriage and childbearing on the wages of both men and women. Second,
we report estimates from both cohorts of the NLSY. Much of the published longitu-
dinal research on marriage and childbearing focuses on either men or on women and
employs either the 1966/68 NLSY cohorts or the 1979 NLSY cohort.2 Because these
studies employ a variety of regression specifications, comparing published results
across women and men and across birth cohorts is problematic. Third, we model
the effect of both marriage and childbearing making it possible to draw inferences
about the independent effects of these life events on wages over the life cycle.

Finally, unlike much of the earlier literature, we model the effect of marriage and
childbearing on both wage levels and wage growth. This empirical approach is ap-
propriate, we argue, since marriage and childbearing are as or more likely to affect
the slope of the wage-experience profile as they are to induce a discrete shift in

2. Exceptions include Gray (1997), Waldfogel (1997b) and Waldfogel and Mayer (2000). Gray (1997)
reports estimates from both cohorts, but only for men. Waldfogel and Mayer (2000) and Waldfogel
(1997b) consider marriage and childbearing among other factors as explanations for the gender gap in
pay utilizing a single year of data for each cohort (1980 in the NLSYW/NLSYM and 1994 in the NLSY79).
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wages at all levels of experience. Our empirical approach also addresses the possi-
bility that unobserved heterogeneity correlated with marriage and birth timing not
only might affect wage levels, but wage growth as well.

Our estimates imply that marriage lowers female wages 2–4 percent in the year of
marriage. Marriage has the additional effect of lowering the wage growth of both
men and women by about two and four percentage points, respectively. A first birth
lowers female wages 2-3 percent, but has no effect on subsequent wage growth. The
wages of men are unaffected by childbearing. These findings are robust across the
earlier and later cohorts of the NLSY and suggest that both men and women can ben-
efit financially from delaying marriage and childbearing since even small decreases
in wage growth at relatively young ages can lead to substantial decreases in lifetime
earnings.

The remainder of this paper has the following structure. In Section II, we summa-
rize hypotheses regarding the effect of marriage and childbearing on wages and the
existing empirical literature that employs panel data to test these hypotheses. Section
III develops our empirical specification and, in Section IV, we describe the data we
use for this research and how we select our particular samples from the NLSY79,
NLSYM, and NLSYW. Section V presents results and Section VI concludes.

II. Why Should Marriage and Childbearing Affect
Wages?

Many studies have shown that women with children earn less than
women without children and that married men earn more than unmarried men. For
example, based on coefficient estimates derived from sex-specific regressions of
log hourly wages on current marital status, number of children, experience, and ex-
perience squared using the NLSY79 sample described in Section IV, we find that the
hourly wages of women with two or more children are 28 percent less than the
hourly wages of women with no children and that the hourly wages of married
men are 33 percent higher than the hourly wages of never married men. In this sec-
tion we discuss how the empirical literature has interpreted the negative correlation
between childbearing and the wages of women and the positive correlation between
marriage and the wages of men and note that there is comparatively little focused
empirical research on the effect of childbearing on the wages of men and the effect
of marriage on the wages of women.

For women especially, pregnancy, delivery, and the immediate postpartum period
are likely to lower labor market productivity and reduce labor supply, at least tem-
porarily. Temporary absences from the work force necessary to bear and care for
children cause general and firm-specific skills and rents to depreciate which leads
to lower wages (Moffitt 1984; Blackburn, Bloom, and Neumark 1993; Hotz, Klerman,
and Willis 1997; Angrist and Evans 1998; Lundberg and Rose 2000; Budig and
England 2001; Anderson, Binder, and Krause 2003). Even if childbearing has no di-
rect effect on productivity, temporary separation from work lowers work experience
and tenure and may result in missed opportunities for professional development and
promotion. Men and women who choose to work part-time following delivery also
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may experience declines in wages since part-time work typically pays a lower wage
than does full-time work. Childbearing also might affect wages in the long run if the
demands of caring for one’s child permanently lowers productivity or if even short
separations from work permanently limit future labor market opportunities.

While it seems quite plausible that childbearing might lower labor supply and
wages, interpreting such correlations in the data is made difficult by the likelihood
that men and women who have children are different from men and women who
do not in ways that are potentially correlated with wages, but unobserved by the re-
searcher. One approach to addressing the potential biases introduced by such unob-
served heterogeneity is to control for individual-level fixed effects (Korenman and
Neumark 1991; Waldfogel 1997, 1998; Taniguchi 1999; Lundberg and Rose 2002;
Anderson, Binder, and Krause 2002, 2003; Amuedo-Dorantes and Kimmel 2005).3

The literature employing fixed-effect models consistently finds a negative relation-
ship between childbearing and female wages and a positive relationship between
childbearing and male wages, although the magnitude of the effect varies substan-
tially across studies and by whether the measured effect is for the first or subsequent
children.4

As is well-known, fixed-effect estimates of the effect of childbearing on wages are
still subject to bias if individual-level unobserved heterogeneity is not fixed over
time5 or if poor wage realizations lead to childbearing. The estimates of Angrist
and Evans (1998) address both of these concerns by exploiting exogenous variation
in the tendency to have a third child induced by the gender mix of the first two chil-
dren. Their estimates suggest that a third child lowers female labor force participa-
tion by about 12 percentage points and female labor earnings by between 21 and 27
percent.6 By these estimates, the labor force participation and labor earnings of men
are unaffected by the birth of a third child. Miller (2007) uses shocks to fertility such
as miscarriage and undesired childbearing (pregnancy while contracepting) to gener-
ate exogenous variation in the timing of motherhood and finds delaying childbearing
increases both wage levels and growth.7

While the empirical literature on childbearing has largely focused on the negative
impact of childbearing on the wages of women, the empirical literature on marriage

3. Geronimus and Korenman (1992) estimate the socioeconomic consequences of teenage childbearing by
comparing the outcomes of sisters who had first births at different ages. These sibling fixed-effect models
control for unobserved family background, but not individual-level heterogeneity.
4. The costs of childbearing may vary by skill level. A few studies, also employing fixed-effect methods,
find marriage exacts either no wage penalty or actually increases wages among higher educated women
(Taniguchi 1999; Amuedo-Dorantes and Kimmel 2005) while Ellwood, Wilde, and Batchelder (2004) find
childbearing is more costly for more highly skilled women.
5. See, for example, Wooldridge (2002).
6. Whether these estimated effects would generalize to the effect of first and second children is unknown.
Employing a similar strategy, Bronars and Grogger (1994) report that unwed mothers who first give birth to
twins are more likely, in the short-run, to be unemployed, experience poverty, and receive welfare than are
unwed mothers who first give birth to singletons.
7. Miller’s identification strategy is undermined if miscarriages are correlated with unobserved health or if
the likelihood of recognizing a miscarriage as such is correlated with unobserved determinants of labor
market success. It also may be that the effectiveness of contraception (in terms of both diligence and quality
of method) varies with the expected cost of childbearing. Hotz, McElroy, and Sanders (2005) also employ
miscarriages to identify the effect of childbearing on labor market outcomes, but focus on teenage women.
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has largely focused on the positive impact of marriage on the wages of men. There
are several causal explanations for this male marriage premium. Marriage could mo-
tivate men to work harder (Becker 1981), marriage might allow men to specialize in
market work( Korenman and Neumark 1991), or employers could favor married men
over unmarried men (Hill 1979).

Alternatively, it could be that men with strong labor market potential make more
desirable marriage partners than men with weak labor market potential. Conse-
quently, it is not so much that marriage leads to higher wages, but that higher wages
lead to marriage. In an effort to rule out this selection hypothesis, researchers have
employed fixed-effect models (Korenman and Neumark 1991; Daniel 1995; Cornwell
and Rupert 1997; Gray 1997; Lundberg and Rose 2000; Lundberg and Rose 2002;
Krashinsky 2004; Ahituv and Lerman 2007). Using NLSY data between 1979 and
1993, Gray (1997) finds that male wages increase by about 2.1 percent for each year
they are married. Korenman and Neumark (1991) report a similar estimate using data
from the NLSYM. Krashinsky (2004), though, argues that married men could be on a
steeper wage trajectory prior to marriage than are unmarried men, which could lead
conventional fixed-effect models to overstate the impact of years married on wages.
Krashinsky (2004) finds no evidence that marriage induces higher rates of wage
growth for men.

Comparatively little attention has been paid to the effect of marriage on the wages
of women. This gap in the literature is not entirely surprising, since age at first mar-
riage is correlated with age at first birth, and childbirth perhaps has a more obvious
role in determining female labor supply. However, the coupling of these events has
weakened over time which opens up the possibility that marriage could act indepen-
dently of childbearing in determining wages. Ellwood and Jencks (2002), for exam-
ple, report that the percentage of women who had a first birth within 36 months of
marriage declined from 75 to 50 percent between 1960 and 1990.

One reason why marriage could harm the wages of women (and men too) is that
successful career development frequently requires some degree of mobility (Mincer
1986; Topel and Ward 1992; Keith and McWilliams 1999). It may take several tries
to achieve the optimal employer-employee match and individuals who are geograph-
ically constrained may have fewer opportunities to achieve that match than will indi-
viduals who can search freely.8 Marriage may limit mobility since privately optimal
migration decisions can be collectively suboptimal (Mincer 1978; Gladden 1999;
Keith and McWilliams 1999; Costa and Kahn 2000).

The empirical evidence on the effect of marriage on the wages of women is mixed.
Using data from the NLSYW, Neumark and Korenman (1994) report that OLS esti-
mates of the effect of marriage on white female wages are insignificantly different
from zero, but positive in models that control for sibling fixed-effects. Using similar
data, Anderson, Binder and Krause (2003) report that individual-level fixed-effect
estimates imply female wages fall following marriage. We are unaware of any lon-
gitudinal studies of the effect of marriage on female wages that employ the NLSY79.

8. Topel and Ward (1992) find using longitudinal data between 1957 and 1972 that the typical young man
will hold seven jobs in the first ten years of his working career, two-thirds of his career total. Whether that
job churning has positive or negative repercussions for wages is unclear empirically since it is difficult to
separate the effects of voluntary and involuntary job shopping (Neumark 2002, Light and McGarry 1998).
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To summarize, most published empirical research employing panel data shows
that married men earn considerably more than never married men and that women
with children earn considerably less than women without children. Temporary absen-
ces from work due to childbearing are hypothesized to lower work experience and
lead to human capital depreciation that lowers long-term wages. In practice, women
are more likely to experience this childbearing effect than are men. Marriage, on the
other hand, is hypothesized to motivate men to work harder and allow them to spe-
cialize in the labor market, thereby increasing wages. There is comparatively little
empirical research on how childbearing affects the wages of men and how marriage
affects the wages of women and what little evidence there is comes to mixed conclu-
sions.

III. Empirical Specification

We begin by assuming that real log wages ($2004) are linearly re-
lated to current marital status, the presence of children, years married or divorced,
and years with children:

lnWit ¼a + Marrieditb1 + YMarrieditb2 + Divorceditb3 + YDivorceditb4

+ Childitb5 + YChilditb6 + Expitai + Exp2
itb7 + Yeartb8 + hi + eitð1Þ

where lnWit is the real log hourly wage of individual i in year t, Marriedit is a dummy
variable equal to one in years that an individual is married, YMarriedit counts years
married (equal to one in the year of marriage), Divorcedit is a dummy variable equal
to one in years that an individual is divorced, YDivorcedit counts years divorced,
Childit is a dummy variable equal to one in years that an individual has one or more
children, YChildit counts years with children, Yeart is a vector of year dummy var-
iables, Expit is experience, Exp2

it is experience squared, and eit is an idiosyncratic er-
ror term.9

This specification assumes that marital status and childbearing can affect both the
level of wages and its growth rate over time. So, for example, b̂1 + b̂2 is the estimated
effect of marriage on wages in the year of marriage (an intercept effect), while b̂2 is
the estimated effect of marriage on subsequent wage growth. The specification also
allows the wage equation to have separate intercepts, hi, and slopes in experience, ai,
for each individual.

If the choice of whether and when to marry, divorce, or have a child is correlated
with either hi or ai, then the estimates of b126 will be biased. For example, individ-
uals who have the potential to earn high wages may be more likely to delay marriage
and childbearing because the opportunity cost of doing so is higher for them. Con-
versely, individuals with high potential wages might be more attractive to potential

9. Much of the earlier empirical research has included a larger set of covariates, such as occupation, indus-
try, education, nonlabor income, age, and region. We chose a relatively parsimonious regression specifica-
tion out of concern that many of these variables are endogenous. We note, however, that their omission has
no substantive impact on the results we report below. This is not surprising since at the individual-level
these covariates vary relatively little between survey waves in the NLSY.
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partners in the marriage market and, therefore, on average, might marry and have
children earlier.

By first differencing Equation 1 and assuming we observe individuals in our panel
data set every year and that experience increases by one year every year, we obtain
the following regression specification:

DlnWit ¼ l + DMarrieditb1 + Marrieditb2 + DDivorceditb3 + Divorceditb4

+ DChilditb5 + Childitb6 + Expitd + DYeartb8 + ai + Deit

ð2Þ

where d ¼ 2b7. First differencing removes the individual intercept, hi, but note that
the individual-specific intercept, ai, remains allowing for the possibility that wages
grow over time at different rates for different individuals. If ai is correlated with the
choice of whether and when to marry and have children, then estimates of b126 will
remain biased. For example, if individuals who marry early have higher wage growth
than individuals who marry late, then b̂122 will be biased upward. Conversely, if
individuals who marry early have lower wage growth than individuals who marry
late, then b̂122 will be biased downward.10

Demeaning the specification in Equation 2 controls for the influence of this unob-
served heterogeneity by removing the individual-specific intercept ai:

DlnWit2DlnWi ¼ ðDMarriedit 2 DMarriediÞb1 + ðMarriedit 2 MarriediÞb2

+ ðDDivorcedit 2 DDivorcediÞb3 + ðDivorcedit

2DivorcediÞb4 + ðDChildit 2 DChildiÞb5 + ðChildit

2 ChildiÞb6 + ðExpit 2 ExpiÞd + ðYeart 2 YearÞb8

+ ðDeit 2 DeiÞ

ð3Þ

where, for example, DlnWit2DlnWi, is the difference between wage growth at time t
and its within-person mean.11

In Section V, we report estimates derived from estimating variants of Equation 3.
Since we do not necessarily observe individuals in our data annually, the first differ-
ences of YMarriedit and YChildit cannot be interpreted as currently married or cur-
rently with child as in Equation 2. Likewise, the square of experience will not
drop out of Equations 2 and 3.

We adjust our specification of Equations 2 and 3 as follows to account for gaps in
our panel data. First, we include a term for the square of experience. Second, we di-
vide first differences of log wages, experience, and the square of experience by the
number of years between interviews. Thus, our measure of the difference in log

10. The published empirical literature on the effect of marriage and childbearing on wages typically speci-
fies Equation 2 in terms of deviations from within-group means rather than in terms of first differences
(Korenman and Neumark 1991; Daniel 1995; Gray 1997; Anderson, Binder, and Krause 2003; Lundberg
and Rose 2002). However, the consistency of the fixed-effect parameter estimates still requires that unob-
served heterogeneity be fixed over time.
11. We assume the error term in this specification is i.i.d., although we acknowledge that this specification
still could generate biased estimates of b126 if contemporaneous shocks to wage growth affect marriage,
divorce, and birth timing. For example, an unexpected shock to wage growth for a man might make him
more attractive in the marriage market and induce him to marry earlier than he otherwise would.
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wages approximates annual average wage growth between interviews. Finally, we
employ the survey measure of current marital status to generate the variables
Marriedit and Divorcedit in Equation 2 rather than computing differences in years
married and years divorced and dividing by years between interviews. We do the
same for the variable Childit (where we specify this variable as two dummy variables
for whether an individual has one or more children, Child1it, or two or more chil-
dren, Child2 + it).

12 The reason we do this is because dates of marriage, divorce,
and childbearing cannot be determined as reliably for the older NLSY cohorts as
for the NLSY79. So, if we were to employ measures of years married, divorced,
and with children, this would introduce more measurement error for the earlier
cohorts than for the later cohorts. Marital status and number of children, on the other
hand, are measured with comparable levels of reliability in all three surveys.

As in the previously published empirical literature on this topic, we focus on
wages rather than earnings as our outcome variable. We do this for two reasons. First,
wages arguably focus the analysis on productivity effects rather than labor supply
effects. Second, annual earnings are measured in the previous calendar year in the
NLSY, which makes synchronizing earnings, marital, and childbearing histories
problematic. It is important to note, though, that our wage growth regressions will
suffer from sample selection bias since we only observe wages for those respondents
who choose to work.13 This is particularly problematic in the case of women. As we
discuss in the following section, this potential sample selection bias complicates the
interpretation of cross-cohort differences in parameter estimates.

IV. Data

We employ data from the 1966, 1968, and 1979 cohorts of the
NLSY—the NLSYM, NLSYW, and NLSY79, respectively. We begin this section
by discussing how we form our samples from these three surveys. We then discuss
the implications of our most significant sample restriction, dropping observations
with missing wages, and, in so doing, present estimates of the effect of marriage
and childbearing on labor force participation.

A. Sample Restrictions

The NLSY79 began in 1979 with 12,686 men and women aged 14-22. With the ex-
ception of particular subsamples, these men and women were surveyed every year
between 1979 and 1988 and biannually thereafter. By 2004, the surveyed sample
was between 39 and 48 years old.

We employ a number of sample restrictions that we detail in Table 1. First, we
drop the military and poor nonblack, non-Hispanic subsamples since the NLSY79

12. With this specification, Child2+it measures the incremental effect of having a second or higher birth
order child.
13. We could attempt to address this sample selection problem by an ad-hoc imputation of missing wages
or, more formally, by estimating a sample-selection model. But, in the absence of having a credible instru-
mental variable, we believe that the assumptions we would need to make in order to interpret these sample
selection estimates are too strong as to be useful.
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stopped surveying them after 1984 and 1990, respectively.14 Our sample of NLSY79
respondents includes individuals for whom we could reliably identify whether they
married or had children and, if so, the years in which they did so. To maintain an
age distribution comparable to that in the NLSYW and NLSYM samples, we keep
observations when sample members are ages 18–41. We then drop observations with
missing data on wages. Finally, the first difference specification with fixed effects
(Equation 3) causes us to drop the first observation for each sample member and then
retain only those individuals with more than one remaining observation. Altogether,
our sample restrictions leave us with 4,610 male and 4,618 female respondents with
61,152 and 57,397 individual-year observations, respectively.

We apply a comparable set of sample restrictions to the NLSYM and NLSYW (see
Table 2). The NLSYM began in 1966 with 5,225 men aged 14-24. The NLSYW be-
gan in 1968 with 5,159 women aged 14-24. The NLSYM sample was surveyed an-
nually between 1966 and 1971, and then in 1973, 1975, 1976, 1978, 1980, and 1981.
The NLSYW sample was surveyed annually between 1968-1973, and then in 1975,
1977, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1983, 1985, 1988, and has been surveyed biannually since
1991. We drop observations for women aged 42 and above in the NLSYW in order to
maintain an age distribution that is comparable to that of the NLSYM in their last
survey wave (aged 28–41 in 1981).15 After dropping observations with missing data
on wages and dropping the first year of data for each respondent, our sample restric-
tions leave us with 4,445 male respondents from the NLSYM (30,484 individual-
year observations) and 4,231 female respondents from the NLSYW (31,269

Table 1
Sample Restrictions: NLSY79

Men Women

Sample Responses Observations Responses Observations

All respondents 6,403 134,463 6,283 131,943
Nonmilitary, nonpoor white 4,837 101,577 4,926 103,446
Interviewed 4,837 90,246 4,926 103,446
Age 18-41 4,824 79,963 4,912 94,674
Nonmissing marital status 4,824 79,954 4,912 83,106
Nonmissing fertility 4,776 79,157 4,881 83,106
Nonmissing hourly wage 4,738 65,959 4,799 62,297
Drop first observation 4,679 61,221 4,719 57,498
More than one observation

remains
4,610 61,152 4,618 57,397

Source: NLSY79.

14. A small number of respondents in the military subsample were retained after 1984; we drop them from
our sample nonetheless.
15. 1995 is the last survey wave of the NLSYW we use for this paper.
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individual-year observations). Tables 3 and 4 report the means and standard devia-
tions of our regression variables from all three surveys.

B. Dropping Observations with Missing Wages

After imposing the first six sample restrictions in Table 1 and the first five sample
restrictions in Table 2, dropping observations with missing wages eliminates 16
and 37 percent of the remaining male and female observations in the NLSYM and
NLSYW, and 17 and 25 percent of the remaining male and female observations in
the NLSY79.16 These statistics suggest that it was more common for women to drop
out of the labor force following marriage and birth in the earlier cohort than in the
later cohort.

The regression results reported in Table 5 confirm this hypothesis. Table 5 reports
the results of estimating Equation 2, where the dependent variable is a dummy vari-
able for whether an individual has a missing wage, which we treat as a proxy for
whether an individual is currently working (its mean and standard deviation is
reported in Tables 3 and 4). We do not include experience in this regression since
it is mechanically related to labor force participation.

In this table and those to follow, the sum of the coefficients on Married and
YMarried is the intercept shift in the dependent variable attributable to marriage.
YMarried is the effect of marriage on the rate of growth in the dependent variable
following marriage. Thus, in this table and those to follow, we do not report the co-
efficient on Married alone, only its sum with YMarried and the corresponding stan-
dard error. The coefficients on divorce and children are reported in a parallel manner.

Table 2
Sample Restrictions: NLSYM and NLSYW

NLSYM NLSYW

Sample Responses Observations Responses Observations

All respondents 5,225 62,700 5,159 113,498
Interviewed 5,223 48,306 5,159 86,256
Age 18-41 5,087 43,345 5,056 58,897
Nonmissing marital status 5,087 43,307 5,056 58,872
Nonmissing fertility 5,087 42,803 5,056 57,774
Nonmissing hourly wage 5,020 35,831 4,831 36,410
Drop first observation 4,772 30,811 4,541 31,579
More than one observation

remains
4,445 30,484 4,231 31,269

Source: NLSYM and NLSYW.

16. Note that this sample restriction does not result in a significant drop in the number of women in our
sample since most women report a wage in at least one wave of their survey.
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For men in the NLSY79 (Column 2), the regression results indicate that marriage
decreases the probability of working by 1.3 percentage points, but has no effect on
the rate of change in the probability of working. Childbearing has no statistically sig-
nificant effect on a male’s probability of working in the NLSY79. For men in the
NLSYM, the results indicate that marriage increases the probability of working by
about 1.7 percentage points. Divorce, on the other hand, decreases the probability
of working by about three percentage points. A second or higher order child lowers
the probability of working in the NLSYM by about two percentage points.

For women, we see that both marriage and childbearing have negative effects on
the probability of working. In the NLSY79, the probability of working falls by 1.7
percentage points in the year of marriage and by another 1.6 percentage points every
year thereafter. Relative to never being married, divorce lowers the probability of
working by 1.3 percentage points per year divorced. In the NLSYW, marriage lowers
the probability of working by 2.4 percentage points in the year of marriage and by
another 3.7 percentage points for each year of marriage thereafter. Divorce increases
the probability of working by 2.3 percentage points in the year of divorce, but the
estimates imply that this effect diminishes over time.

The estimates of Table 5 indicate that having a first child lowers the probability of
working by 9.4 percentage points among women in the NLSY79 and by 14.3 per-
centage points among women in the NLSYW. We estimate that a second child lowers
the probability of working in the year of birth by an additional 7.7 and 5.5 percentage
points in the NLSY79 and NLSYW, respectively. However, the negative effect of
having a second child on the probability of working diminishes over time by 1.3
and 4.5 percentage points per year.

Table 3
Summary Statistics: NLSY79

Men Women

Variable Definition Mean
Standard
Deviation Mean

Standard
Deviation

ln(W) Log hourly wage 2.54 0.63 2.34 0.61
Married Currently married 0.44 0.50 0.48 0.50
Divorced Currently divorced 0.11 0.31 0.16 0.37
Child1 One or more children 0.51 0.50 0.60 0.49
Child2 Two or more children 0.31 0.46 0.37 0.48
Exp Experience 9.14 5.43 8.32 5.20
Exp2 Experience squared 113.00 120.22 96.34 109.22
Workinga Nonmissing wage 0.85 0.36 0.76 0.42

Observations 61,152 57,397

Source: NLSY79.
Note: a. Mean Working is computed from a larger sample that includes individuals with nonmissing wages
(n ¼ 74,362 and 78,204 for men and women, respectively). Samples are otherwise defined as in Table 1.
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These results suggest that marriage and childbearing led to greater declines in la-
bor force participation for women who married and had children in the 1960s and
1970s than for women who married and had children in the 1980s and 1990s. Look-
ing at the final two rows of Table 5, the total effect of marriage and a first birth on the
probability of working is 20.112 in the NLSY79 and 20.166 in the NLSYW. More-
over, over time, it would appear that these negative effects on the probability of
working continue to grow in the NLSYW, but much less so in the NLSY79. By
way of explanation, it could be that postmarriage and birth reservation wages were
relatively high among women in the earlier cohort or that postmarriage and birth of-
fered wages were relatively low. If so, this could mean that the estimated effect of
marriage and childbearing on female wages is subject to relatively more sample se-
lection bias in the earlier cohort. All else equal, this sample selection bias will drive
our estimates of the effect of marriage and childbearing on wages toward zero, and
relatively more so in the NLSYW than in the NLSY79.

V. Results

We present results in four sections. First, we report estimates of the
effect of marriage and childbearing on the wages of men. The second section reports
the same results for women. The third section explores whether the estimated nega-
tive effect of marriage on female wages truly reflects the effect of marriage alone or
whether it reflects the effect of childbearing that, in many cases, follows shortly

Table 4
Summary Statistics: NLSYM and NLSYW

NLSYM NLSYW

Variable Definition Mean
Standard
Deviation Mean

Standard
Deviation

ln(W) Log hourly wage 2.76 0.48 2.41 0.49
Married Currently married 0.62 0.49 0.59 0.49
Divorced Currently divorced 0.09 0.29 0.17 0.38
Child1 One or more children 0.47 0.50 0.62 0.48
Child2 Two or more children 0.30 0.46 0.41 0.49
Exp Experience 6.45 3.62 6.91 4.81
Exp2 Experience squared 54.63 51.85 70.86 87.90
Workinga Nonmissing wage 0.84 0.37 0.68 0.47

Observations 30,484 31,269

Source: NLSYM and NLSYW.
Note: a. Mean Working is computed from a larger sample that includes individuals with nonmissing wages
(n ¼ 37,487 and 52,591 for men and women, respectively). Samples are otherwise defined as in Table 2.
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Table 5
The Effect of Marriage and Childbearing on Labor Force Participation

Men Women

NLSY79 NLSYM NLSY79 NLSYW

Married + YMarried 20.013 0.017 20.017 20.024
(0.006)b (0.008)b (0.007)b (0.010)b

YMarried 20.003 20.002 20.016 20.037
(0.003) (0.007) (0.004)c (0.006)c

Divorced + YDivorced 20.004 20.029 0.002 0.023
(0.009) (0.010)c (0.010) (0.013)a

YDivorced 20.006 0.002 20.013 20.029
(0.005) (0.01) (0.005)c (0.008)c

Child1 + YChild1 0.002 20.0007 20.094 20.143
(0.007) (0.009) (0.008)c (0.009)c

YChild1 20.001 0.00005 0.009 20.004
(0.004) (0.009) (0.004)b (0.006)

Child2 + YChild2 20.005 20.020 20.077 20.055
(0.008) (0.009)b (0.008)c (0.009)c

YChild2 20.001 20.008 0.013 0.045
(0.004) (0.008) (0.004)c (0.006)c

Constant 0.059 0.016 0.081 0.061
(0.008)c (0.009)a (0.008)c (0.009)c

Observations 74,362 37,487 78,204 52,591

Married + YMarried + Child1 +
YChild1

20.011 0.016 20.112 20.166
(0.009) (0.010) (0.010)c (0.013)c

YMarried + YChild1 20.005 20.003 20.008 20.043
(0.004) (0.007) (0.005)a (0.007)c

Source: NLSY79, NLSYM, and NLSYW.
Notes: Dependent variable: Working. All regressions correspond to the specification in Equation 2, but omit
experience, and include year dummy variables. Married + YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on
working in the year of marriage (an intercept effect). YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on the
rate of change in working. The corresponding terms for divorce and childbearing can be interpreted accord-
ingly. See the text for further explanation. Samples are defined as in Tables 1 and 2, but include observa-
tions with missing wages. Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level.
b. Statistically significant at the 5 percent confidence level.
c. Statistically significant at the 1 percent confidence level.
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Table 6
The Effect of Marriage and Childbearing on Wages

Men Women

NLSY79 NLSYM NLSY79 NLSYW

Married + YMarried 0.0003 0.009 20.039 20.019
(0.010) (0.008) (0.011)c (0.008)b

YMarried 20.023 20.021 20.037 20.037
(0.009)c (0.009)b (0.009)c (0.008)c

Divorced + YDivorced 20.0006 0.033 20.018 20.005
(0.015) (0.009) (0.014) (0.010)

YDivorced 20.026 20.036 20.031 20.038
(0.012)b (0.012)c (0.012)c (0.010)c

Child1 + YChild1 20.009 20.004 20.021 20.027
(0.011) (0.007) (0.012)a (0.008)c

YChild1 20.003 20.012 20.005 0.002
(0.009) (0.009) (0.010) (0.008)

Child2 + YChild2 20.008 20.0006 20.003 0.007
(0.012) (0.008) (0.012) (0.008)

YChild2 20.010 20.001 20.0004 0.005
(0.009) (0.008) (0.009) (0.008)

Exp 0.118 0.066 0.116 0.065
(0.012)c (0.012)c (0.011)c (0.008)c

Exp2 20.001 0.002 20.001 20.001
(0.0006)c (0.0009)b (0.0006)c (0.0004)c

Constant 20.026 0.085 20.045 0.079
(0.025) (0.011)c (0.020)b (0.010)c

Observations 61,152 30,484 57,397 31,269

Married + YMarried + Child1 +
YChild1

20.009 0.004 20.060 20.046
(0.014) (0.009) (0.016)c (0.011)c

YMarried + YChild1 20.029 20.035 20.044 20.036
(0.011)c (0.009)c (0.012)c (0.010)c

Source: NLSY79, NLSYM, and NLSYW.
Notes: Dependent variable: ln(W). All regressions correspond to the specification in Equation 3 and include
year dummy variables. Married + YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on log wages in the year of
marriage (an intercept effect). YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on subsequent wage growth.
The corresponding terms for divorce and childbearing can be interpreted accordingly. Samples are defined
as in Tables 1 and 2. Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level.
b. Statistically significant at the 5 percent confidence level.
c. Statistically significant at the 1 percent confidence level.
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thereafter. The fourth and final section presents results disaggregated by educational
attainment.

A. Results for Men

Our estimates indicate that marriage and childbearing do not exert an intercept shift in
male wages in either the NLSY79 or NLSYM cohorts. In the second and third columns
of Table 6, the sum of the estimated coefficients on Married and YMarried are small in
magnitude and statistically indistinguishable from zero. The same is true of the sum of
Divorced and YDivorced, Child1 and YChild1, and Child2 and YChild2. However, our
estimates imply that male wages suffer from marriage in the long run. Male wages fall
by 2.3 percent for each year of marriage in the NLSY79 and 2.1 percent for each year of
marriage in the NLSYM. Thus, the estimates imply that male wage growth declines as a
result of marriage. This negative effect on wage growth persists in divorce. Childbear-
ing has no independent effect on male wage growth in either cohort.

Table 7
The Effect of Marriage and Childbearing on Wages: Conventional Fixed Effects
Estimates

Men Women

NLSY79 NLSYM NLSY79 NLSYW

Married 0.111 0.108 0.055 0.069
(0.007)c (0.007)c (0.008)c (0.008)c

Divorced 0.032 0.072 0.075 0.091
(0.010)c (0.009)c (0.010)c (0.011)c

Child1 0.042 0.029 20.028 20.032
(0.008)c (0.007)c (0.008)c (0.008)c

Child2 20.010 0.008 20.065 20.025
(0.007) (0.007) (0.008)c (0.008)c

Exp 0.109 0.094 0.094 0.078
(0.003)c (0.006)c (0.003)c (0.003)c

Exp2 20.001 20.003 20.001 0.0
(0.00009)c (0.0002)c (0.00009)c (0.0001)c

Constant 1.150 2.266 1.292 2.135
(0.048)c (0.010)c (0.039)c (0.010)c

Observations 61,152 30,484 57,397 31,269

Source: NLSY79, NLSYM, and NLSYW.
Notes: Dependent variable: ln(W). All regressions correspond to the specification in Equation 2, but express
variables in terms of deviations from their within-individual means. All regressions include year dummy
variables. Samples are defined as in Tables 1 and 2. Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level.
b. Statistically significant at the 5 percent confidence level.
c. Statistically significant at the 1 percent confidence level.
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Quite to the contrary, we show in Table 7 that parameter estimates generated from a
conventional fixed-effect specification (where variables are expressed as deviations from
within group means) imply marriage and childbearing have a strong positive effect on
male wages. These estimates imply that marriage leads to about an 11 percent increase
in thewages of men surveyed in both cohorts. Childbearing leads to a 3-4 percent increase
in male wages according to these estimates. These results are consistent with those
reported by Korenman and Neumark (1991) and Gray (1997) who use the NLSY and
Lundberg and Rose (2002) who use the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).17

However, conventional fixed-effect estimates are likely to be biased since they
assume there is no unobserved heterogeneity correlated with marriage and birth
timing in the effect of experience on wages (for example, assuming ai ¼ a in
Equation 1). In the case of marriage, for example, the large positive difference be-
tween the conventional fixed-effect estimates and the estimates we report in Table
6 suggest that men who marry relatively early, conditional on their fixed character-
istics, experience relatively higher wage growth both pre- and postmarriage than do
men who marry relatively late or never marry at all. This inference is consistent
with that suggested by Krashinsky (2004) in his study of marriage and male wages
using the NLSY79.

B. Results for Women

For women, our results imply that both marriage and childbearing lower wages
(fourth and fifth columns of Table 6). The estimates imply that female wages fall
by about 4 percent in the year of marriage in the NLSY79 and by about 2 percent
in the year of marriage in the NLSYW. In both samples, marriage has the additional
effect of lowering wage growth by 3.7 percentage points. In the NLSYW, the esti-
mates imply that wages recover in the year of divorce (the estimated net effect of
divorce on wages is near zero relative to never married women), but in both the
NLSYW and NLSY79, wages continue to grow more slowly after divorce relative
to never married women.

A first birth lowers the wages of women by 2.1 percent in the NLSY79 (significant
at the 10 percent confidence level) and by 2.7 percent in the NLSYW. A first child
has no effect on female wage growth in either sample. The results also suggest that a
second child has no incremental effect on female wages.

We have already shown that female labor force participation falls considerably upon
marriage and childbearing and so it seems likely that the concurrent decline in work
experience could be dampening the estimated negative effect of marriage and child-
bearing on wages we observe in Table 6. We examine this possibility by estimating
Equation 3 without the quadratic in experience. These results are presented in Table 8.

17. The estimates of the effect of marriage on male wages reported in Table 7 are substantially higher than
those reported in Table 2 of Korenman and Neumark (1991) and Table 3 of Gray (1997). We attribute these
differences to differences in sample selection. Our samples include many more years of data than do either
of the samples they employ. When we employ similar sample restrictions we obtain similar estimates. The
effect of children on male wages reported by Lundberg and Rose (2002) are similar to our results for the
cohort born after 1950. They find a 5.7 percent (4.2 percent) increase in men’s wages for the first (second)
child. They find substantially higher effects for the cohort born 1950 or before (9.7 percent and 8.4 percent
for first and second children, respectively).

Loughran and Zissimopoulos 341



In Table 8, marriage continues to exert a negative effect on male and female wage
growth comparable to what we observe in Table 6 (although for men in the NLSYM,
marriage is now estimated to increase wages in the year of marriage and has no sta-
tistically significant effect on wage growth). Without experience in the model, the

Table 8
The Effect of Marriage and Childbearing on Wages: Work Experience Omitted

Men Women

NLSY79 NLSYM NLSY79 NLSYW

Married + YMarried 0.003 0.013 20.041 0.019
(0.010) (0.008)a (0.011)c (0.008)b

YMarried 20.021 20.010 20.039 20.036
(0.009)b (0.008) (0.009)c (0.008)c

Divorced + YDivorced 0.0001 20.002 20.021 20.004
(0.015) (0.009) (0.014) (0.010)

YDivorced 20.025 20.028 20.029 20.035
(0.012)b (0.012)b (0.012)b (0.010)c

Child1 + YChild1 20.011 20.005 20.043 20.035
(0.011) (0.007) (0.012)c (0.008)c

YChild1 20.003 20.011 20.013 20.001
(0.009) (0.009) (0.010) (0.008)

Child2 + YChild2 20.009 20.003 20.023 0.002
(0.012) (0.008) (0.012)a (0.008)

YChild2 20.014 20.002 0.0 0.010
(0.009)a (0.008) (0.009)c (0.008)c

Constant 20.0007 0.134 0.054 0.126
(0.019) (0.008)c (0.017)c (0.008)c

Observations 61,152 30,484 57,397 31,269

Married + YMarried + Child1 +
YChild1

20.008 0.008 20.084 20.054
(0.014) (0.009) (0.016)c (0.011)c

YMarried + YChild1 20.026 20.023 20.053 20.039
(0.011)b (0.009)b (0.012)c (0.010)c

Source: NLSY79, NLSYM, and NLSYW.
Notes: Dependent variable: ln(W). All regressions correspond to the specification in Equation 3, but omit
experience, and include year dummy variables. Married + YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on
log wages in the year of marriage (an intercept effect). YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on sub-
sequent wage growth. The corresponding terms for divorce and childbearing can be interpreted accordingly.
Samples are defined as in Tables 1 and 2. Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level.
b. Statistically significant at the 5 percent confidence level.
c. Statistically significant at the 1 percent confidence level.

342 The Journal of Human Resources



negative effect of having a first child on female wages in the year of birth is now 3-4
percent in both samples. There is no statistically significant effect of a first birth on
female wage growth in either sample. In the NLSY79, a second or higher order birth
child reduces wages by an additional 2 percent (statistically significant at the 10 per-
cent confidence level). Together, the results of Tables 6 and 8 suggest that the neg-
ative effect of childbearing on female wages is at least partly due to decreases in
work experience whereas the negative effect of marriage on female wages appears
to be independent of experience.

Table 9
The Effect of Marriage on Female Wages, by Fertility Outcome

No Child

Child w/in
3 Years

Expect
Child w/in

3 Years

No Child by
Age 40

NLSY79 NLSYW NLSY79 NLSYW

Married +
YMarried

20.017 0.012 0.003 0.047 0.006 20.047
(0.015) (0.012) (0.017) (0.026)a (0.032) (0.028)a

YMarried 20.027 20.036 20.016 20.042 20.015 20.008
(0.013)b (0.013)c (0.014) (0.024)a (0.023) (0.024)

Divorced +
YDivorced

20.018 0.040 20.005 0.027 20.013 20.021
(0.024) (0.020)a (0.025) (0.039) (0.041) (0.036)

YDivorced 20.028 20.035 20.014 20.043 20.008 20.025
(0.021) (0.021)a (0.021) (0.034) (0.030) (0.031)

Exp 0.117 0.0 0.129 0.101 0.091 20.007
(0.020)c (0.017) (0.022)c (0.040)b (0.032)c (0.030)

Exp2 20.001 20.0004 20.001 0.0007 20.0003 20.0005
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)

Constant 20.083 0.135 20.104 20.179 20.128 0.030
(0.054) (0.016)c (0.055)a (0.107)a (0.062)b (0.035)

Observations 24,113 11,798 18,878 6,850 7,746 3,256

Source: NLSY79 and NLSYW.
Notes: Dependent variable: ln(W). All regressions correspond to the specification in Equation 3, but omit
children and include year dummy variables. Married+YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on log
wages in the year of marriage (an intercept effect). YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on sub-
sequent wage growth. The corresponding terms for divorce can be interpreted accordingly. Samples are re-
stricted to women who currently have no children. In Column 4, the sample is restricted to NLSY79 women
whose first birth occurs at least 3 years following their first marriage. In Column 5, the sample is restricted
to NLSY79 women who at the time of first marriage did not expect to have a child for at least three years. In
Columns 6 and 7, the samples are restricted to women who have no children by age 40. Samples are other-
wise defined as in Tables 1 and 2. Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level.
b. Statistically significant at the 5 percent confidence level.
c. Statistically significant at the 1 percent confidence level.
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Contrary to the results in Table 6, conventional fixed-effect estimates for women
imply that marriage increases wages (fourth and fifth columns of Table 7). In the
NLSY79 sample, fixed-effect estimates imply marriage raises female wages by 5.5
percent; marriage increases wages in the NLSYW sample by 6.9 percent. Children,
on the other hand, lower wages. The fixed-effect estimates imply that a first child
lowers the wages of women in the NLSY79 by 2.8 percent and a second child lowers
their wages by another 6.5 percent. The corresponding wage declines for women in
the NLSYW are 3.2 and 2.5 percent. Compared to the estimates of Table 6, the con-
ventional fixed-effect specification results in upwardly biased estimates of the impact
of marriage and downwardly biased estimates of the impact of higher order child-
bearing on female wages.

C. Is it Marriage or Childbearing that Lowers Females Wages?

For most women, marriage and childbearing occur closely in time. In our NLSY79
sample, for example, the median difference between age at first marriage and age at
first birth is 16 months (a comparable estimate for the NLSYW is not readily com-
puted). So, while the estimates reported in Table 6 suggest that marriage has a neg-
ative effect on the wages of women that is independent of the negative effect of
childbearing, can we be certain that this marriage effect is truly independent?

In Table 9, we restrict the NLSY79 and NLSYW samples to women who currently
do not have children. Thus, the effect of marriage in these samples is the effect of
marriage on wage growth prior to childbearing. In Columns 2 and 3, the point esti-
mates imply that marriage has no effect on female wages in the year of marriage. The
estimates do imply, however, that marriage lowers female wage growth by 2.7 and
3.6 percentage points in the NLSY79 and NLSYW samples, respectively.

Still, it could be that women expect their careers to suffer when they have children
and so, following marriage, invest less in those careers, resulting in lower wage
growth even prior to childbearing. We cannot directly test this hypothesis with
our data. We can, however, impose additional sample restrictions to focus on
women who upon marriage do not intend to have children for several years. In Col-
umn 4 of Table 9 we restrict the NLSY79 sample to women who had their first
child three or more years following their first marriage and in Column 5 to women,
who at the time they married (or soon after), stated they did not ‘‘expect’’ to have a
child for at least another three years. In these restricted samples we see that the ef-
fect of marriage on wage growth is smaller (20.016) and statistically insignificant
for women who have their first birth three or more years following marriage and
of a comparable magnitude (20.042) and statistically significant at the 10 percent
confidence level for women who do not expect to have a child for at least another
three years.

Finally, in both the NLSY79 and NLSYW, we can restrict our samples to women
who did not have a child by age 40 (Columns 6 and 7). The effect of marriage on
wage growth in these restricted samples is 20.015 and 20.008 in the NLSY79
and NLSYW, respectively. Neither estimate is statistically significant. In the
NLSYW, the estimates imply that marriage has a negative effect on wages in the year
of marriage (statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level). Thus, while
the estimates do indicate that female wage declines following marriage, but prior to
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Table 10
The Effect of Marriage and Childbearing on Female Wages, by Educational
Attainment: NLSY79

Years of Education

<12 12 13-15 $16

Married + YMarried 20.083 20.050 20.061 0.010
(0.060) (0.019)c (0.020)c (0.021)

YMarried 20.027 20.033 20.040 20.030
(0.049) (0.015)b (0.016)b (0.017)

Divorced + YDivorced 20.080 20.036 20.024 0.020
(0.069) (0.023) (0.026) (0.032)

YDivorced 20.020 20.044 20.027 20.001
(0.057) (0.019)b (0.021) (0.027)

Child1 + YChild1 0.064 20.031 20.019 20.002
(0.068) (0.019) (0.021) (0.023)

YChild1 20.016 0.014 20.029 0.007
(0.058) (0.016) (0.017)a (0.020)

Child2 + YChild2 0.067 20.011 0.010 20.014
(0.059) (0.019) (0.021) (0.027)

YChild2 0.048 20.005 0.002 0.003
(0.049) (0.015) (0.016) (0.021)

Exp 0.141 0.111 0.119 0.099
(0.040)c (0.016)c (0.020)c (0.026)c

Exp2 20.001 20.0008 20.001 20.0008
(0.002) (0.0009) (0.001)b (0.001)

Constant 20.027 20.064 20.027 20.289
(0.106) (0.040) (0.034) (0.056)c

Observations 3,356 22,706 16,730 14,605

Married + YMarried + Child1 +
YChild1

20.019 20.080 20.081 0.008

YMarried + YChild1
(0.084) (0.025)c (0.027)c (0.031)

20.045 20.019 20.072 20.024
(0.067) (0.019) (0.020)c (0.023)

Source: NLSY79.
Notes: Dependent variable: ln(W). All regressions correspond to the specification in Equation 3 and include
year dummy variables. Married + YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on log wages in the year of
marriage (an intercept effect). YMarried is the estimated effect of marriage on subsequent wage growth.
The corresponding terms for divorce and childbearing can be interpreted accordingly. Samples are defined
as in Tables 1 and 2. Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Statistically significant at the 10 percent confidence level.
b. Statistically significant at the 5 percent confidence level.
c. Statistically significant at the 1 percent confidence level.
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birth, it might be that the estimated effect of marriage on female wage growth would
be smaller were it not for the expectation of future childbearing.

D. Does the Effect of Marriage and Childbearing on Females Wages Vary by
Educational Attainment?

In the empirical literature on childbearing and female labor supply it has been hy-
pothesized that only women with potentially high returns to career development
(for example, college graduates) would experience a significant wage penalty for
having children and temporarily dropping out of the labor force (Taniguchi 1999;
Anderson, Binder and Krause 2003). This also could be true in the case of marriage.
If the negative effect of marriage on wage growth is in part due to constraints on mo-
bility that marriage can impose, then we should expect women who experience high
returns to mobility to suffer greater declines in wage growth following marriage than
women who do not experience high returns to mobility.

Table 10 reports estimates for women in the NLSY79 by educational attainment
(highest grade recorded in the survey– <12 years, 12 years, 13-15 years, and 16 or
more years). Marriage has a negative effect on wages in the year of marriage for
all but the most educated women (although the point estimate for women with less
than 12 years of education is statistically insignificant). The estimates imply a neg-
ative and comparable effect of marriage on wage growth across all educational cat-
egories. Although the impact of having a first child on wages varies considerably
across educational categories, we cannot reject the null hypothesis that these effects
are equivalent.18 Examining the second to last row of Table 10, the estimates imply
that marriage and childbearing together have larger negative effects on the wages of
women with between 12 and 15 years of education than for either women with less
than 12 years of education or more than 15 years of education (the point estimates for
the 12 and 13-15 years of education categories are statistically different from the
point estimate for the 16 or more years of education category).

VI. Conclusions

In this paper we have presented evidence that marriage and child-
bearing lower the probability that women work and negatively affect the wages of
women who do work. Our estimates imply that female wages fall 2-4 percent in
the year of marriage. Marriage has the additional effect of lowering the wage growth
of women by another two to four percentage points. A first birth lowers female wages
2-3 percent but has no effect on wage growth in subsequent years. These negative
effects on the labor supply and wages of women are found in both the earlier and
later cohorts of the NLSY. A simple comparison of point estimates across cohorts
suggests that the negative effect of marriage and childbearing on female wages

18. To test this hypothesis, we estimate a common experience effect across all education groups, but allow
the effect of marriage and childbearing to vary by education. This finding holds when we estimate these
regressions without experience, as in Table 8.
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has worsened over time (see the last two rows of Tables 6 and 8). With respect to the
labor supply of women, it would appear that marriage and childbearing have a
smaller negative effect on the probability of working now than in earlier times.
Whether differences in estimated wage effects across cohorts reflect a worsening
of the causal effect of marriage and childbearing on wages or a change in the type
of women who continue to work after marriage and childbearing cannot be deter-
mined from these results alone.

Our estimates indicate that marriage and childbearing depress female wages for
different reasons. Whereas childbearing has the effect of shifting the entire wage-
experience profile downward, marriage decreases the slope of the wage-experience
profile (prior to childbearing and at all levels of education). A model of household
income maximization could explain these findings. Given the relative difficulty of
optimizing two careers rather than just one and the likelihood that women will bear
much of the burden of childbearing, married couples find it optimal to accommodate
the careers of men more than the careers of women. This leads to lower wage growth
for married women even before children are born. The arrival of children then causes
many women to reduce their labor supply or drop out of the labor force altogether,
which lowers experience, and further reduces wages.

But we should not forget that our estimates imply that marriage lowers the wage
growth of men as well (by about two percentage points), a finding that stands in stark
contrast to the earlier empirical literature on this topic. Thus, it might be that men too
find it difficult to optimize their careers within marriage. Unlike women, the wages of
men remain unaffected by childbearing once married, but marriage itself may pose
constraints on career development that ultimately lower even their long-term wage
growth. For both men and women, then, there could be significant financial gains
to delaying marriage since small decreases in wage growth at relatively young ages
could result in large decreases in lifetime earnings.
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