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Are States Created Equal? Moving to a State With More 
Expensive Childcare Reduces Mothers’ Odds of Employment
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ABSTRACT  Married mothers who relocate are less likely to be employed after an 
interstate move than married childless women and nonmobile mothers. Here, we ask 
whether moving to a state with more expensive childcare is associated with lower odds 
of maternal employment among mothers who had been employed prior to relocation. 
We use hierarchical binomial logistic regression models, combining data from the 2015 
Amer­i­can Community Survey five-year sam­ple and state-level childcare costs to as­sess 
mar­ried moth­ers’ em­ploy­ment fol­low­ing an in­ter­state move, con­trol­ling for states’ eco
nomic conditions. We show that employment odds for married mothers were about 42% 
lower than those for childless married women in the year following a move. Married 
mothers who moved to more expensive childcare states had odds of employment that 
were 18% lower than those of married mothers who moved to less expensive childcare 
states, showing that childcare accessibility shapes mothers’ employment decisions even 
among those with stronger labor force attachment. Moving back to respondents’ or their 
spouses’ state of birth and moving to states with more favorable economic conditions 
improved odds of employment as well. Overall, we show that moving to states with 
fewer childcare barriers is associated with higher levels of maternal employment, partly 
mitigating the negative labor market effects of interstate migration.

KEYWORDS  Women’s employment  •  Interstate mobility  •  Trailing spouses  •  Child-
care costs

Introduction

A robust literature on the labor market outcomes of trailing spouses, or spouses who 
move to accommodate their partners’ career, shows that (1) women are more likely 
to move for their husbands’ careers than vice versa, and (2) women who move to 
enhance their husbands’ careers face a career penalty in that they are less likely to be 
employed and are more likely to oc­cupy low­er-qual­ity jobs (Cooke et al. 2009; Geist 
and McManus 2012). Of course, the shift toward gender egalitarianism means that 
more men are moving for women’s careers than in the past (Bernard 2014; Harvey and 
Wiese 1998). However, even when husbands are the trailing spouses, men have better 
career outcomes than women who trail their husbands (Boyle et al. 2001). Simply 
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put, mobility is a greater career killer for wives than husbands. Interstate mobility 
may be especially detrimental to married mothers’ employment. Mothers are more 
likely to reduce work time or leave the labor market upon the transition to parenthood 
(Landivar 2017; Yavorsky et al. 2015), and the lack of uni­ver­sal high-qual­ity childcare 
or flex­i­ble work pro­tec­tions make ma­ter­nal em­ploy­ment more pre­car­i­ous when work-
fam­ily pol­i­cies are left to the dis­cre­tion of in­di­vid­ual em­ployers (Esping-Andersen 
1990; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Adding an interstate move that disrupts mothers’ 
employment and childcare networks may further alienate working mothers from the 
la­bor mar­ket. Thus, moth­ers may be es­pe­cially vul­ner­a­ble to ca­reer dis­rup­tions fol
lowing an interstate move compared with fathers or childless women.

Most internal migration is driven by employment opportunities (Cooke et al. 2009; 
Flippen 2014; Halfacree and Boyle 1999; Perales 2017), suggesting that internal 
migrants move to maximize their skills in the most lucrative labor markets and weigh 
their resources against their opportunities to maximize returns (Mincer 1978). Mothers 
with the most resources—those with the highest levels of education and strongest labor 
mar­ket at­tach­ment—should be best equipped to main­tain em­ploy­ment post-mo­bil­i­ty. 
But highly educated mothers are often married to highly educated men, which has 
been shown to reduce maternal employment following childbirth (Cha 2010). Thus, 
mar­ried moth­ers’ and their spouses’ hu­man cap­i­tal may be equally im­por­tant driv­ers 
of their em­ploy­ment post-mo­bil­i­ty. Yet, ab­sent from these in­di­vid­u­al- and cou­ple-level 
stud­ies are the re­sources at the geo­graph­i­cal lev­el—here, states—in struc­tur­ing mar
ried mothers’ employment following a move. Married mothers may be less likely to 
re­en­ter the la­bor mar­ket if they move to a state where childcare costs are higher or eco
nomic conditions are less favorable than if they move to a state with lower childcare 
costs and more favorable economic conditions. We build on existing scholarship that 
il­lus­trates coun­try-to-coun­try dif­fer­ences in geo­graph­i­cal con­text on mo­bile wom­en’s 
employment by extending this approach to mobility across U.S. states.

To ad­dress these ques­tions, we link data for a large sam­ple of mar­ried women 
who were employed in the past year with state-level mea­sures of childcare costs and 
cultural and economic conditions. Because interstate mobility is limited to a small 
per­cent­age of the employed pop­u­la­tion in a given year, we re­quire a large sam­ple to 
generate robust model estimates of mobile women. We use the American Commu-
nity Survey (ACS), the larg­est house­hold sur­vey in the United States and the pre
mier source of an­nual geo­graphic da­ta, be­cause it has a suf­fi­ciently large sam­ple of 
married mothers to estimate the effects of interstate mobility with precision. Our 
ap­pli­ca­tion of cross-sec­tional data does not al­low us to dis­en­tan­gle cau­sal­ity about 
mobility—that is, whether women are moving for their own career, another’s career, 
or other reasons. However, we limit our analyses of mobile married women to those 
who have been employed and moved in the past 12 months. By excluding those 
with long spells of un­em­ploy­ment or non­par­tic­i­pa­tion in the la­bor force, we eval­u
ate mobility and employment changes over the same period for a sample of married 
women who were recently employed. These women are more likely to be attached 
to the labor market: about 87% of our sample of mobile women who were employed 
at any point in the past 12 months were still employed at the time of the survey. We 
also compare mobile married women without children with married mothers whose 
children are under age 13 to understand the impact of childcare costs on mothers’ 
employment relative to general state economic conditions that may hinder or bolster 
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em­ploy­ment among women more broad­ly. Consistent with the cross-na­tional lit­er
a­ture, our re­sults un­der­score that ma­ter­nal em­ploy­ment is higher post-mi­gra­tion in 
states with more generous childcare resources.

Trailing Spouses: Marriage and Mobility

Research has shown that young, sin­gle, col­lege-ed­u­cated women are most likely 
to move to maximize employment opportunities (Enchautegui 1997; Kazakis and 
Faggian 2017; Ternes 2014). Once women marry, however, they are more likely 
make decisions for their families, often at the expense of their own careers (Damaske 
2011). Married women are more likely to be “tied migrants” or “trailing spouses” in 
interstate moves (Amcoff and Niedomysl 2015). Faced with institutionalized gender 
in­equal­ity in the la­bor mar­ket and nor­ma­tive pres­sures to put their hus­bands’ ca­reers 
first, mar­ried women move for their spouses be­cause men’s eco­nomic returns are of­ten 
higher (Blackburn 2010; Boyle et al. 2009). Men are also more likely to be employed 
in oc­cu­pa­tions that are geo­graph­i­cally clus­tered within spe­cific states, mak­ing men 
more vulnerable to mobility (Benson 2014). In this regard, wives may weaken their 
la­bor mar­ket po­si­tions to max­i­mize men’s earn­ings by mov­ing to ac­com­mo­date hus
bands’ career opportunities. Thus, it is no surprise that the bulk of the literature has 
found that female trailing spouses have worse labor market outcomes than those who 
are less mobile (Bielby and Bielby 1992; Boyle et al. 2001; Cooke and Bailey 1996; 
Halfacree and Boyle 1999).

Interstate mobility likely reduces the employment of married women regardless 
of whether they have children. Women who are trailing spouses may be in a weaker 
eco­nomic po­si­tion than their spouses, ham­per­ing their la­bor force con­ti­nu­i­ty. The lit­er
ature has also shown that married women are more likely to move for their husbands’ 
ca­reers than vice versa and ex­pe­ri­ence an em­ploy­ment re­duc­tion as a con­se­quence 
(Cooke et al. 2009; Geist and McManus 2012). However, moth­ers’ la­bor force at­tach
ment may be even more vulnerable in an interstate move compared with childless 
wom­en. Mothers who move may dis­rupt at­tach­ment to an em­ployer and existing care
giv­ing net­works. To the ex­tent that flex­i­ble work pro­motes moth­ers’ em­ploy­ment and 
advancement opportunities (Landivar 2014; Lyness et al. 2012) and flex­i­bil­ity is fre
quently de­pen­dent on man­age­ment dis­cre­tion and job ten­ure (Blair-Loy 2003; Epstein 
et al. 1999), chang­ing em­ployers may re­sult in less flex­i­ble work ar­range­ments, which 
could di­min­ish moth­ers’ like­li­hood of retaining em­ploy­ment. Further, most in­di­vid
uals turn to family and friends or the market for childcare, and moving destabilizes 
these networks. As a result, maternal employment after an interstate move may be 
dif­fi­cult, re­gard­less of for whom the move was ini­ti­at­ed. These ex­pe­ri­ences may be 
exacerbated by moving to a state where childcare is more expensive. Of course, not 
all married women migrants are trailing spouses. But other conditions, such as the 
lack of uni­ver­sal childcare and the in­flu­ence of tra­di­tional gen­der norms, mean the 
con­se­quences of mo­bil­ity on moth­ers’ em­ploy­ment is likely more se­vere for mar­ried 
mothers than for fathers or childless women.

We test whether in­ter­state mo­bil­ity is as­so­ci­ated with la­bor force ex­its for mar
ried childless women and married mothers. We expect that following an interstate 
move, the odds of employment for mobile married women will be lower than for our 
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nonmobile married population. By contrast, employment odds for mobile married 
women who move for their own careers should be similar to or higher than those 
for the nonmobile women sample. Mobile women tend to be younger and hold more 
education than nonmobile women, indicating selectivity into mobility (Enchautegui 
1997; Kazakis and Faggian 2017; Ternes 2014). Yet, the characteristics associated 
with mobility should also lead to stronger la­bor force at­tach­ment post-mi­gra­tion, an 
outcome that may be more common among couples in which women contribute a 
larger share of the family income. To test this possibility, we develop a dependency 
ratio of women’s earnings as a proportion of their spouses’ earnings. Women who 
con­trib­ute an equal or larger share to the fam­ily in­come should main­tain em­ploy
ment post-mo­bil­i­ty, re­gard­less of state-level char­ac­ter­is­tics. By con­trast, wom­en—
especially mothers—who are more dependent on their husbands (i.e., earning less 
than their husbands or having no income) should be more likely to exit employment 
post-mo­bil­i­ty, es­pe­cially when faced with more ex­pen­sive childcare costs.

From this, we de­rive our first set of hy­poth­e­ses:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): Mobile mar­ried women will have lower odds of em­ploy
ment than nonmobile married women.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Mobile moth­ers will have the low­est odds of em­ploy
ment compared with mobile childless women and nonmobile mothers.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Married child­less women with lower pri­or-year earn­ings 
than their spouse (higher dependency ratio) will be less likely to be employed 
post-move than mar­ried child­less women with a lower de­pen­dency ra­tio.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Married mothers with a higher dependency ratio will be 
less likely to be employed post-move than moth­ers with a lower de­pen­dency 
ratio as well as married childless women.

Childcare Contexts, Cultural Settings, and Economic Conditions:  
State-Level Resources

As the pre­vi­ous sec­tion out­lines, mo­bil­ity weak­ens moth­ers’ la­bor mar­ket at­tach
ment. Yet, no study to date has assessed whether mov­ing to a state with less ex­pen
sive childcare or more favorable cultural and economic conditions mitigate some of 
this dis­ad­van­tage. This omis­sion is con­spic­u­ous given cross-na­tional re­search show
ing that maternal employment is tied to differences in host and receiving countries. 
International mi­gra­tion in­volves sub­stan­tial cul­tural readjustment for fam­i­lies, par­tic
u­larly for spouses of pri­mary mi­grants, who of­ten find them­selves un­able to se­cure 
work in their field of em­ploy­ment or strug­gle to adapt their preexisting skills to a new 
sociocultural context (Boyle et  al. 2001; Gordon and Molho 1985). Because U.S. 
states ex­hibit sig­nifi­cant het­ero­ge­ne­ity in eco­nomic op­por­tu­ni­ties and gen­der norms 
(McCall 2001; Ruppanner and Maume 2016; Scarborough et  al. 2019), interstate 
mi­gra­tion may have some sim­i­lar­i­ties to an in­ter­na­tional move. Although the con­se
quences of these state-level char­ac­ter­is­tics have re­ceived less at­ten­tion in the con­text 
of in­ter­state mi­gra­tion, re­search has established their re­la­tion to wom­en’s em­ploy
ment outcomes writ large. Regional labor markets with a greater share of managerial 
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and professional occupations, for example, have been associated with higher wages 
for women (McCall 1998), whereas areas with more widespread support for gender 
equal­ity have in­creased rates of wom­en’s em­ploy­ment and lower gen­der wage gaps 
(Charles et al. 2018).

Research on the im­pact of in­ter­nal mi­gra­tion on hus­bands’ and wives’ eco
nomic outcomes has placed less emphasis on the differing cultural contexts between 
mi­grants’ places of or­i­gin and their new work des­ti­na­tions, as­sum­ing that most de­vel
oped countries are reasonably culturally homogenous. As such, it has assumed that 
in­ter­nal mi­grants’ em­ploy­ment out­comes are driven more by in­di­vid­u­als’ de­mo
graphic qual­i­ties than by the broader cul­tural con­texts in which they live (Blackburn 
2010; Enchautegui 1997; Flippen 2014; Kazakis and Faggian 2017; Perales 2017; 
Ternes 2014). Consequently, the role of the state in out­comes for in­ter­nal mi­grants 
has been largely ig­nored across this lit­er­a­ture, with no re­search on mi­gra­tion si­mul­ta
neously ac­count­ing for in­di­vid­u­al- and state-level dif­fer­ences. This study is one step 
in this direction.

We expect that states with more favorable economic conditions in the form of higher 
wages, a larger share of the population with advanced degrees, and a larger share of 
their workforce in managerial and professional occupations will retain or draw more 
women into em­ploy­ment post-move. States with cul­tural norms that are more sup­port
ive of women’s employment and, especially mothers’ employment, should also show 
higher levels of labor force participation among these women. From this literature we 
derive the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Moving to a state with more fa­vor­able eco­nomic and cul
tural conditions will be associated with higher labor force participation among 
mobile mothers and childless married women.

In addition to heterogeneity in cultural and economic conditions impacting women’s 
employment, states vary in their childcare costs. Childcare costs are driven by a host 
of factors, including the availability and cost of labor (Herbst 2015), state-spon­sored 
services and availability of funding for Head Start and childcare subsidies (Herbst 
2008), and lo­cal costs of op­er­a­tion (i.­e., rents, util­i­ties, and tax­es). State-spon­sored 
pre­school pro­grams can be found in 42 states, mostly serv­ing 4-year-olds. However, 
en­roll­ment in pub­lic pro­grams is con­cen­trated in just 8 states and Washington, DC, 
to­gether serv­ing more than 50% of all­ 4-year-olds in the coun­try’s pub­lic pro­grams 
(Chaudry et al. 2017). Younger children and infants who are more expensive to provide 
care for have fewer public options. Even as states are increasingly important actors in 
legislating childcare, they are far from of­fer­ing uni­ver­sal pro­vi­sions. Costs re­main pri
mar­ily driven by the mar­ket. In 2015, cen­ter-based in­fant care ranged from $4,822 per 
year in Mississippi to $17,062 per year in Mas­sa­chu­setts (Child Care Aware of America 
2016). Even after children enter school, many parents continue to pay aftercare costs 
for the gap between the end of the school day and parents’ workdays. States that have 
higher childcare costs also have higher af­ter­care costs, rang­ing from $1,104 per year in 
Louisiana to $8,919 in Hawaii (Child Care Aware of America 2016). After-school care 
is equally im­por­tant, with 83% of work­ing par­ents reporting af­ter-school care is es­sen
tial for them to keep their jobs (Afterschool Alliance 2014).

We expect that expensive childcare will be a barrier to maternal employment. 
Mothers are more likely to exit and less likely to reenter the labor market as childcare 
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costs increase (Blau and Tekin 2007; Han and Waldfogel 2001). Mothers of young 
chil­dren and those work­ing in low-in­come jobs are more vul­ner­a­ble to la­bor mar­ket 
exits when faced with expensive childcare costs (Blau and Robins 1989; Gelbach 
1999; Leibowitz et al. 1992). At the state level, Ruppanner and colleagues (2019) 
showed that moth­ers spend more time en­gaged in childcare and less time in em­ploy
ment in states with more ex­pen­sive childcare costs. These stud­ies col­lec­tively ex
tended a ro­bust cross-na­tional lit­er­a­ture show­ing that af­ford­able, high-qual­i­ty, and 
widely available childcare is associated with higher odds of maternal employment 
(Boeckmann et al. 2015; Misra et al. 2011; Pettit and Hook 2005).

From this literature, we expect that moving to a state with more expensive childcare 
will be associated with decreased labor force participation among mothers. We focus 
here on married mothers of young children (under age 13) because married mothers’ 
employment is more sensitive to the costs of childcare than single mothers’, and child-
care costs, including the costs of school aftercare, typically apply to younger children.1 
As a sensitivity test to pick up any confounding characteristics not controlled for by the 
cultural and economic index, we model how the costs of childcare affect employment 
among mo­bile child­less mar­ried wom­en. After in­clud­ing state-level con­trol var­i­ables, 
we expect childcare costs to have no effect for this group because they have no children.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Moving to a state with higher childcare costs will be associated 
with lower labor force participation among mobile mothers of young children.

Data

Data for these analyses come from the 2015 American Community Survey Public 
Use Microdata Sample (ACS) five-year file pro­vided by the Integrated Public Use 
Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Ruggles et al. 2015).2 We use the ACS because it is an 
ideal source for mea­sur­ing cross-state moves. As the larg­est house­hold sur­vey in the 
United States, the ACS pro­vi­des the highest-qual­ity geo­graphic data among na­tion
ally representative surveys. Furthermore, because interstate mobility is uncommon 
in any given year, we re­quire a large sam­ple size to ob­serve enough in­di­vid­u­als 
mak­ing a re­cent in­ter­state move. Although we use cross-sec­tional data pooled over 
five years, we limit our sam­ple to mar­ried women who have been employed at some 
point in the past 12 months regardless of their current employment status. Thus, we 
can determine whether mobile women left the labor force in the year they moved. 
Although other surveys (e.g., National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Panel Study 
of Income Dynamics) of­fer more de­tailed data on the tim­ing of moves and are lon­gi
tudinal, their samples are prohibitively small for examining the association between 
mobility and employment among married mothers by state. The sample size for 
our primary population of interest (geographically mobile mothers) in these other 

1  Analyses replicated for mothers of younger children (under age 6) substantiated our conclusions.
2  The Census Bureau rec­om­mends us­ing five-year sam­ples for an­a­ly­ses of de­tailed groups or when fo­cus
ing on spe­cific ge­og­ra­phies. These sam­ples pool five con­sec­u­tive years of the ACS, which are in­ten­tion­ally 
sampled to ensure that no respondents are surveyed twice and are weighted to be nationally representative. 
The 2015 five-year sam­ple used here includes sur­veys from 2011 through 2015.
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data sets would fail to meet recommended quality standards for logistic regression 
(Peng et al. 2002). Given these constraints, the ACS is the best data source for our 
re­search ques­tions.

Our analyses are based on married women who have been employed and moved 
out of state in the past 12 months, for which the total sample size is 229,351 (10,730 
unweighted) childless married women and 228,035 (10,104 unweighted) mothers. We 
use the sample weights provided by the Census Bureau. Because changes in childcare 
costs should primarily affect those with younger children, we exclude women whose 
youngest child is 13 or older. Mothers in these analyses refer to those who have at 
least one child who is younger than 13. Childless married women are those who have 
no children or no children living at home. Geographic mobility is determined by the 
re­spon­dent’s cur­rent ad­dress and the ACS mo­bil­ity ques­tion that reads, “Where did 
this per­son live one year ago?” This ques­tion is asked of those who in­di­cated liv­ing 
in a dif­fer­ent lo­ca­tion in the past year. We use hi­er­ar­chi­cal bi­no­mial lo­gis­tic re­gres
sion models to assess how state childcare costs and cultural and economic conditions 
are associated with women’s labor force participation. Our observations are nested 
within states, and hierarchical models account for this type of data nesting because 
they do not re­quire the as­sump­tion of in­de­pen­dence be­tween ob­ser­va­tions.

Our dependent variable is a binary measure of labor force participation (1 = in labor 
force; 0 = not in la­bor force). We con­trol for age and age squared, race and eth­nic­ity 
(White, not Hispanic; Black; Asian; other races; or Hispanic), educational attainment 
(high school or lower, some college, bachelor’s degree, or master’s degree and higher), 
and usual hours worked. We cre­ate a de­pen­dency ra­tio by di­vid­ing the spouse’s earn
ings by women’s earnings in the past 12 months. A dependency ratio over 1 indicates 
that women earned less than their spouses in the past 12 months. We top code the 
dependency ratio to 10 to limit extreme outliers generated by cases in which women 
had very low earn­ings (e.­g., less than $500 in the past year). Because of dif­fer­ences in 
the cost of liv­ing across states, we ad­just earn­ings us­ing re­gional price par­i­ties from the 
Bureau of Economic Analysis. Regional price parities measure the differences in price 
levels across states and are expressed as a percentage of the overall national price level 
(Bureau of Economic Analysis 2018). We control for moving back to the respondent’s 
or spouse’s state of birth to ac­count for the pos­si­bil­ity that do­ing so may of­fer re­spon
dents the ben­e­fit of hav­ing avail­­able rel­a­tives (e.­g., grand­par­ents) to pro­vide childcare.

At the state level, we include an index of childcare costs and an index of cultural 
and economic conditions. Average yearly childcare costs are obtained from Child 
Care Aware of America (2016). We com­bine the state-level av­er­age in­fant cen­ter-
based and paid home-based costs (r = .89), and the state-level av­er­age cen­ter-based 
and paid home-based af­ter­care costs (r = .95). Because these met­rics are highly cor
related at the state level, we develop an index of childcare costs (alpha = .88). States 
that have higher in­fant care prices tend to have higher af­ter­care costs, and cen­ter- 
and home-based costs track each other well, even as cen­ter-based costs are higher. 
Alternative spec­i­fi­ca­tions yielded very sim­i­lar model re­sults.3 Costs are logged and 

3  We evaluated additional variables that could affect childcare costs, but they did not meaningfully affect 
the results and increased collinearity; they are thus excluded. These variables include whether respondents 
lived in an area designated as a childcare desert, the percentage of children enrolled in Head Start, the 
Child Care and Development Block Grant re­quired pa­ren­tal copayments and max­i­mum re­im­burse­ment 
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ad­justed with re­gional price par­i­ties. Using our in­dex of childcare costs, we des­ig
nate states as having higher childcare costs if they have costs that are higher than the 
av­er­age across states where the U.S. av­er­age is $6,893. Figure 1 shows states’ dis­tri
bu­tions across this mea­sure. States with higher childcare costs were pri­mar­ily con
centrated in the Northeast and West and a few states in the Midwest. We generate an 
additional measure evaluating whether childcare costs increased or decreased in the 
destination state compared with the origin state. We code respondents as moving to a 
state with a higher cost of care if they moved from a state where childcare costs were 
lower than average or average to a state where costs were higher than average.4 About 

rates, min­i­mum work hours re­quired of par­ents re­ceiv­ing state childcare subsidies, and length of school 
day (longer school days were associated with lower aftercare costs).
4  Results were ro­bust to mul­ti­ple spec­i­fi­ca­tions of in­creased costs in ad­di­tion to the mean, or av­er­age 
costs, in­clud­ing the 40th and the 75th per­cen­tiles. Moving from a low-cost childcare state to a higher-cost 
childcare state was associated with reduced employment odds among mothers even with smaller increases 
in childcare costs. The association between mothers’ employment and childcare costs was stronger when 
mov­ing to the most ex­pen­sive states (childcare prices at the 75th per­cen­tile or higher) and sig­nifi­cant, but 

$2,383–
$6,673

US average: 
$6,893

$6,948–
$20,779

Childcare costs

Average
Childcare Costs

Fig. 1  State distribution of childcare costs. States with higher childcare costs are indicated in a darker color 
and represent yearly costs higher than the U.S. average. Childcare costs are an index of the yearly average 
cost of center-based infant and school-age care and paid home-based infant and school-age care. Source: 
Child Care Aware of America 2016.
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41% of mothers currently reside in a state with a higher cost of care, and about 20% 
of moth­ers who moved ex­pe­ri­enced in­creased childcare costs post-move (Table 1).

To con­struct our in­dex of cul­tural and eco­nomic con­di­tions, we com­bine state-level 
data on the per­cent­age of the pop­u­la­tion with ad­vanced de­grees, wom­en’s me­dian earn
ings, the share of the working population employed in managerial and professional 
occupations, the state minimum wage, and public support for feminism. We include 
these mea­sures pri­mar­ily to con­trol for the confounding ef­fects of state-to-state eco
nomic and cultural differences that could be associated with higher childcare costs. Data 
on advanced degrees, median earnings, and occupations come from the 2015 American 

weaker when mov­ing to more ex­pen­sive states de­fined at a low­er-cost thresh­old (40th percentile or higher 
rel­a­tive to those liv­ing in sub-40th per­cen­tile states). Employment odds remained lower among moth­ers 
that moved from a low­er-cost state to a higher-cost state even among moves that oc­curred be­tween states 
below the national average in childcare costs.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of mobile married women ages 25–54 and employed in the past 12 months 
by parental status

Mobile Women No Children
Mobile Women With  

Children Under Age 13

Variable Mean SE Mean SE

Individual Level
  Age 36.0 0.1 34.8 0.1
  Race and ethnicity
    White, not Hispanic 70.9 0.6 66.5 0.6
    Black 7.3 0.4 9.7 0.4
    Asian 10.3 0.4 9.3 0.4
    Other 5.3 0.3 6.7 0.3
    Hispanic 9.1 0.4 12.1 0.4
  Educational attainment
    High school or lower 15.0 0.5 16.2 0.5
    Some college 24.0 0.5 29.8 0.6
    Bachelor’s degree 33.2 0.6 29.9 0.6
    Master’s degree or higher 27.8 0.5 24.1 0.5
  Labor force status
    Full-time (35+ hours) 68.2 0.6 55.2 0.6
    Part-time (<35 hours) 15.0 0.5 19.7 0.5
    Unemployed 7.1 0.3 7.5 0.3
    Out of labor force 9.7 0.4 17.6 0.5
  Usual weekly work hours 39.3 0.2 35.9 0.2
  Dependency ratio 2.2 0.3 3.2 0.4
  Returned to home state 25.8 0.5 29.4 0.6
State Level
  Live in state with high childcare cost 44.1 0.6 40.8 0.6
  Childcare costs in­creased post-move 19.3 0.5 19.7 0.5
  Economic and cultural conditions 0.0 0.1 -0.1 0.1

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011–2015 American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample.
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Community Survey five-year fi­le. State min­i­mum wage data for 2015 are obtained from 
the Department of Labor’s historical archive. Data on cultural gender norms are less 
readily available at the state level because few surveys measure attitudes and beliefs 
with large enough samples for state analysis. Therefore, we use organic data measuring 
public sentiment toward feminism expressed on Twitter. We use an established data set 
that has been validated in previous research (Scarborough 2018), using naïve Bayes 
clas­si­fi­ca­tion to code 105,066 tweets about fem­i­nism as pos­i­tive or neg­a­tive and linking 
them to states based on Twitter users’ bios to calculate the percentage of positive tweets 
toward feminism in each state.5 Research indicates that support for feminism correlates 
with cultural norms of gender egalitarianism more broadly (Banaszak and Ondercin 
2016; Scarborough 2018). Given research showing that this measure correlates highly 
with av­er­age state sup­port for equal di­vi­sions of house­hold la­bor (r = .5; Scarborough 
2018), we use this item to cap­ture states’ cul­tural en­vi­ron­ment. Because our state-level 
economic and cultural variables are on different metrics, we standardize them using z 
scores prior to combining them into an index (alpha = .85). Places with better economic 
con­di­tions (e.­g., higher wages and bet­ter job op­por­tu­ni­ties) tended to have more pos­i­tive 
support toward feminism. We include this index in our models to test whether states’ 
economic and cultural contexts outweigh the higher childcare costs in these areas.6

Our use of cross-sec­tional data lim­its our abil­ity to con­trol for un­ob­served in­di­vid
ual and state char­ac­ter­is­tics. To mit­i­gate for in­di­vid­u­al-level con­found­ers, we test our 
hypotheses comparing a sample of mobile married women who do not have children 
with a sample of women who do. Unobserved confounders associated with interstate 
moves and employment would affect both mobile mothers and mobile nonmothers, 
but only moth­ers would be af­fected by childcare costs. To mit­i­gate against state-level 
con­found­ers, we con­duct ad­di­tional mod­els that in­clude a state fixed ef­fect to con­trol 
for un­ob­served state char­ac­ter­is­tics. Although the state fixed ef­fect makes it im­pos­si
ble to model the re­la­tion­ship of spe­cific state char­ac­ter­is­tics, such as over­all childcare 
costs, to mothers’ employment, it does allow us to examine the effect of moving to a 
high-cost state from a low-cost state be­cause val­ues for this item vary within states 
depending on respondents’ state of origin.

Results

Interstate mobility among married women is uncommon in any given year. In our 
sample, about 2% of employed married women migrated to another state during a 
12-month pe­ri­od. Those who moved tended to be youn­ger and more highly ed­u­cat­ed. 

5  Despite the non­sys­tem­atic sam­pling of Twitter da­ta, this mea­sure of state-level sen­ti­ment to­ward fem­i
nism is correlated (r = .5) with rep­re­sen­ta­tive state-level gen­der at­ti­tudes mea­sured by the General Social 
Survey (GSS) (Scarborough 2018). Because of restrictions on the use of sensitive data, we are unable to 
use the geocoded GSS attitudinal data here. Furthermore, in its previous application (Scarborough 2018), 
the GSS state-level data in­cluded only 38 states, which would have sig­nifi­cantly re­duced our sam­ple size. 
We gen­er­ated the eco­nomic and cul­tural in­dex with­out state-level sen­ti­ment to­ward fem­i­nism as a ro­bust
ness check, and the model results remained unchanged. The economic and cultural index was slightly 
im­proved with the in­clu­sion of state-level sen­ti­ment to­ward fem­i­nism (al­pha = .85) over the ver­sion with
out its inclusion (alpha = .84), and model fit was su­pe­ri­or, so we opted to re­tain it.
6  In addition to economic and cultural characteristics, we also controlled for population, employment, and 
ser­vice sec­tor growth since the year 2000. None of these var­i­ables were sig­nifi­cant.
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Descriptive statistics for mobile married women are provided in Table 1, and de­scrip
tive statistics for nonmobile married women are available in the online appendix. 
Labor force participation rates of nonmobile married women were higher than those 
for mobile married women with or without children. Among women (with and without 
children) who had been employed one year earlier, 79% of mobile women and 93% 
of nonmobile women remained employed the following year (not shown). Women 
who moved to the East Coast and Nebraska were more likely to remain employed 
following a move than women who moved to other states (Figure 2).

Interstate mobility was especially detrimental to mothers’ employment. Following 
a move, moth­ers were less likely to be employed or to work full-time than moth­ers 
who did not move. Only 75% of mothers who had worked in the past 12 months were 
working at the time of the survey if they experienced a move.7 In con­trast, 92% of non
mobile mothers remained employed (Table A1 in the online appendix). Focusing on 
full-time em­ploy­ment, about 67% of non­mo­bile moth­ers were employed full-time at 
the time of sur­vey, com­pared with 55% of mo­bile moth­ers. Among moth­ers not work
ing, 7.5% were unemployed (seeking but not obtaining work), and 18% were out of 
the labor force (not actively seeking work). Mobile mothers were about three times as 
likely to be unemployed and out of the labor force than mothers who did not move in 
the past year. These dif­fer­ences are sig­nifi­cant and in­di­cate that em­ploy­ment was sub
stantially disrupted, given that all these women were employed in the 12 months prior 
to the survey date.

Controlling for demographic and economic differences between nonmobile and 
mobile women, we show that mobile mothers’ odds of employment were less than 
one-third of non­mo­bile moth­ers’ odds of em­ploy­ment (Figure 3). Additionally, among 
mar­ried women who were child­less and mo­bile, rel­a­tive to those who were non­mo
bile, the odds of employment were 0.37. Comparing mobile women, mothers were less 
likely to remain in the labor force. Thus, mothers and childless married women both 
experienced an employment penalty following a move, with a larger penalty among 
mo­bile moth­ers, lend­ing sup­port to H1a and H1b. Of course, we can­not di­rectly mea
sure whether these mothers were trailing their spouses or driving the moves. However, 
the re­sults clearly in­di­cate that mar­ried women ex­pe­ri­ence a se­vere em­ploy­ment pen
alty post-mi­gra­tion. If women were mov­ing for their own ca­reer op­por­tu­ni­ties, they 
would be more likely to be employed than nonmobile women.

Mobility and State-Level Childcare, Culture, and Economic Indices

Because mobile women differ from nonmobile women in terms of age, education, 
and employment, we focus our remaining analyses on comparisons between mobile 
married women with and without children to more readily isolate the relationship 
between employment and characteristics of destination states.

Competitive labor markets may be more likely to attract highly educated 
women with im­proved job pros­pects. In our mod­els, we show that mo­bile women 
with the highest lev­els of ed­u­ca­tion were most likely to re­main employed fol

7  All descriptive statistics on labor force group differences between mobile and nonmobile mothers are 
sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant at the .05 lev­el.
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lowing a move. Women with a master’s degree or higher were the most likely to 
work fol­low­ing a move com­pared with other wom­en, but an im­por­tant moth­er
hood gap emerges (Table 2). Compared with childless married women who had 
a high school ed­u­ca­tion, those with a mas­ter’s de­gree had sig­nifi­cantly higher 
employment (log odds = 0.71, p < .001), and log odds of employment remained 
higher for highly educated mothers than for mothers with a high school education 
(0.27, p < .001). Thus, highly educated women are the most likely to be employed, 
but moth­er­hood erodes ed­u­ca­tion-based em­ploy­ment dif­fer­ences. Women who 
worked more hours, on average, in the past 12 months also remained more likely 
to be employed post-move. As shown in the de­scrip­tive sta­tis­tics ta­bles (Table 1 
and Table A1 in the online ap­pen­dix), mo­bile women were less likely to work part-
time, es­pe­cially moth­ers. Women who worked part-time prior to a move may be 
more likely to be knocked out of the la­bor force fol­low­ing a move, per­haps in­di
cat­ing trailing-spouse sta­tus as a nonprimary earn­er.

Economically de­pen­dent women were much less likely to be employed. Both mar
ried mothers (−0.21, p < .001) and childless married women (−0.17, p < .001) were 
less likely to be employed when the de­pen­dency ra­tio was high, confirming H2a and 
partly confirming H2b given that the ef­fect sizes were only slightly larger and did not 

77.6%–
83.5%

83.6%–
89.7%

89.8%–
96.2%

Percentage of mobile women employed

Fig. 2  Percentage of mobile women employed by state. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011–2015 American 
Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample provided by the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 
(IPUMS).
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sig­nifi­cantly dif­fer be­tween mar­ried moth­ers and mar­ried child­less wom­en.8 Rather 
than be­ing op­por­tu­ni­ties for im­proved job pros­pects, in­ter­state moves ap­pear to be 
more disruptive of married women’s employment, especially when these women are 
more de­pen­dent on their spouses’ in­comes. One cir­cum­stance un­der which in­ter
state moves were favorable to employment was when women moved back to their 
or their spouse’s birth state. Moving back to a birth state was associated with higher 
employment among married mothers (0.25, p < .001) and childless married women 
(0.12, p < .001).9 One reason moving back to a home state is associated with higher 
employment is that family may be available to provide childcare. Yet, this does not 
ap­pear to be the only mech­a­nism: em­ploy­ment was also higher among child­less mar
ried women when they returned to a home state. Thus, moving back to a home state 
ap­pears to of­fer ad­di­tional net­works that can lend sup­port to find­ing new em­ploy­ment 
above and beyond childcare support from extended family members.

To evaluate how state context matters for mothers’ employment, we turn to our 
fi­nal mod­els in­clud­ing con­tex­tual in­for­ma­tion on cul­tural and eco­nomic con­di
tions and childcare costs. Although we predicted that moving to a state with more 
work-sup­port­ive cul­tural and eco­nomic con­di­tions would be as­so­ci­ated with greater 
employment among mobile married women, this result holds only for mothers, partly 
confirming H3 (Table 2, Models 2 and 5). Because mothers are less likely to work 

8  In a pooled model combining mobile childless women and mothers (not shown), the interaction between 
eco­nomic de­pen­dency and pa­ren­tal sta­tus was not sig­nifi­cant, in­di­cat­ing that eco­nomic de­pen­dency is 
associated with lower rates of employment to a similar extent among mothers and nonmothers.
9  The in­ter­ac­tion ef­fect be­tween a return to a birth state and pa­ren­tal sta­tus is not sig­nifi­cant.

0.37

0.30

0.58

Mobile, no children (ref.=
nonmobile, no children)

Mobile, children under 13 (ref.=
nonmobile, children under 13)

Mobile, children under 13 (ref.=
mobile, no children)

Odds Ra�o
Fig. 3  Married women’s employment odds by presence of children and mobility status: Hierarchical bino-
mial logistic regression results. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011–2015 American Community Survey 
Public Use Microdata Sample provided by the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS).
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than childless married women, they may be more sensitive to state socioeconomic 
conditions. Mothers are more likely to work when relocating to states that rank higher 
on our cultural and economic index—those states with more advanced economies 
and stronger feminist support (0.25, p < .001)—than when relocating to states that 
rank lower on these measures.

Among childless married women who were mobile, higher childcare costs were not 
associated with levels of employment (Table 2, Models 1 and 4). By contrast, the relative 
change in childcare costs from or­i­gin and des­ti­na­tion states was a sig­nifi­cant pre­dic­tor 
of employment among mothers. Mothers were much less likely to work if they moved 
to a state with more expensive childcare than their state of origin (−0.20, p < .001; 
Table 2, Models 5 and 6), about 18% lower odds of em­ploy­ment, com­pared with moth
ers who moved to states with equiv­a­lent or cheaper childcare costs. This re­la­tion­ship 
was ob­served in hi­er­ar­chi­cal ran­dom in­ter­cept mod­els (Model 5) and fixed-ef­fects 
spec­i­fi­ca­tions (Model 6) that con­trol for un­ob­served state char­ac­ter­is­tics. Importantly, 
mov­ing to a state with higher childcare costs did not in­flu­ence child­less wom­en’s odds 
of em­ploy­ment, in­di­cat­ing that the sig­nifi­cant ef­fects ob­served for moth­ers are ro­bust 
to un­ob­served in­di­vid­u­al-level con­found­ers as­so­ci­ated with mov­ing that are shared 
be­tween moth­ers and nonmothers. These re­sults con­firm H4: higher childcare costs are 
a bar­rier to moth­ers’ em­ploy­ment and la­bor force con­ti­nu­ity post-mi­gra­tion.

Together, these results show that moving to a state with more favorable economic 
conditions and childcare resources improves maternal retention in the labor market. 
Although childcare costs tend to be higher in states that have more ben­e­fi­cial cul­tural 
and eco­nomic con­di­tions, mov­ing to a state with higher childcare costs is still as­so­ci
ated with employment reductions, even under conditions that may otherwise facilitate 
employment.10

Conclusion

This research contributes to our understanding of how regional context matters in 
enhancing married mothers’ employment opportunities. Moving to another state 
sig­nifi­cantly re­duces moth­ers’ em­ploy­ment, even among women who are highly 
at­tached to the la­bor mar­ket. Rather than mov­ing for their own em­ploy­ment op­por­tu
nities, mothers in this sample appear to have moved for other reasons, likely spousal 
employment opportunities. Mothers who moved out of state were less likely to be in 
the labor force than both nonmobile married mothers and childless married women 
who also made an in­ter­state move. Mothers who earned sig­nifi­cantly less than their 
spouses in the past 12 months were less likely to re­main in the la­bor force post-move. 
One instance that mitigated some of the negative effects of an interstate move was a 

10  Women with older children who are primarily using aftercare that is less expensive may be less sensitive 
to the price of childcare. When we restricted models to mothers of preschoolers only (not shown), living in 
a state with high childcare costs was associated with reduced odds of employment compared with living in 
states with less ex­pen­sive childcare. Living in a state with high childcare costs was not sig­nifi­cantly as­so­ci­ated 
with em­ploy­ment among moth­ers with chil­dren ages 6–12. When we ran sep­a­rate mod­els for moth­ers of pre
schoolers, mothers with children ages 6–12, and mothers of children under age 13, we found that the relative 
change in childcare costs associated with interstate moves remained important. Moving to a state with more 
expensive childcare reduced mothers’ odds of employment for all women with young children (under age 13).
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move to a woman’s or her spouse’s state of birth. Such a move may offer additional 
advantages—for example, in the form of family caregiving resources and networks to 
locate new employment opportunities—as is evident for all mobile married women in 
our sample, including those without children.

State resources also mitigated some of the negative effects of interstate mobility. 
That is, we show that state con­text mat­ters, and not all­ moves have equal out­comes. 
Where women mi­grate can sig­nifi­cantly in­crease or de­crease the odds that they will 
work af­ter their move. This find­ing is im­por­tant be­cause it il­lus­trates that state con
ditions structure trailing spouses’ and mothers’ employment decisions beyond their 
in­di­vid­ual re­sources, shifting the fo­cus on their ca­pac­ity to work be­yond the cou­ple-
level dyad to include a more nuanced understanding of geographical context. Our 
results show that a change in childcare costs can incentivize or become a barrier to 
mothers’ employment. Moving to a state with less affordable childcare is associated 
with reduced retention of married mothers in the labor market. In contrast, states 
that of­fered more work-sup­port­ive cul­tural and eco­nomic con­di­tions were more 
likely to re­tain moth­ers in the la­bor force. This find­ing is con­sis­tent with pre­vi­ous 
research arguing that local economic and cultural conditions constitute the structure 
of employment and the accessibility of economic opportunities for women residents 
(Boeckmann et al. 2015; McCall 2001). Importantly, however, we found that these 
state conditions were more impactful among mothers than nonmothers, suggesting 
that moth­er­hood may be a pri­mary ba­sis of lo­cal forms of gen­der in­equal­ity (England 
2005)—an aspect overlooked in previous research focusing on women writ large.

Although it would be desirable to know why the women in our sample migrated 
between states as well as the relative timing of their move and employment change, 
the respondents surveyed were not asked why they moved, and panel data sets are 
not large enough to assess the effects of interstate mobility with precision. We limit 
our sample to those who were employed within the 12 months prior to an interstate 
move to re­dress some of these con­cerns around cau­sal­i­ty. This re­search is not with
out limitations, which ought to provide direction for future research. We estimate the 
state-level con­text of childcare costs, but more re­fined mea­sures of lo­cal la­bor mar­kets 
would be equally use­ful. Our re­stric­tion is a prac­ti­cal one: sam­ple sizes of more geo
graph­i­cally re­fined data sets are not large enough to es­ti­mate mo­bil­i­ty, moth­er­hood, 
marriage, and human capital simultaneously. Future research could focus on maternal 
em­ploy­ment with­out the mo­bil­ity di­men­sion, es­ti­mat­ing city- and state-level dif­fer
ences. Further, al­though we find that a move as­so­ci­ated with in­creased childcare costs 
is detrimental to the careers of mobile mothers, we cannot determine for whose career 
the woman moves. As women gain more human capital and employment experience, 
more women will likely drive in­ter­state moves. Future re­search might ap­ply lon­gi­tu
dinal data to estimate whether moving into a state with more resources leads to more 
continuous employment. Again, sample sizes and representativeness across states are 
issues for most longitudinal data sets, but our results indicate the necessity of greater 
concentration on these issues, particularly a focus on who drives career moves.

Ultimately, our results are clear: mothers moving to states with more affordable 
childcare have higher odds of labor force participation than those experiencing an 
in­crease in childcare costs. These find­ings un­der­score the bar­ri­ers that ex­pen­sive 
childcare poses to mothers’ employment. To address these constraints and maximize 
hu­man cap­i­tal, states should leg­is­late pol­i­cies to sub­si­dize the costs of childcare. ■
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