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Are States Created Equal? Moving to a State With More 
Expensive Childcare Reduces Mothers’ Odds of Employment

Liana Christin Landivar, Leah Ruppanner, and William J. Scarborough

ABSTRACT Married moth ers who re lo cate are less likely to be employed af ter an 
in ter state move than mar ried child less women and non mo bile moth ers. Here, we ask 
whether mov ing to a state with more ex pen sive childcare is as so ci ated with lower odds 
of ma ter nal em ploy ment among moth ers who had been employed prior to re lo ca tion. 
We use hi er ar chi cal bi no mial lo gis tic re gres sion mod els, com bin ing data from the 2015 
AmericanCommunitySurveyfive-yearsampleandstate-levelchildcarecoststoassess
marriedmothers’employmentfollowinganinterstatemove,controllingforstates’eco-
nomic con di tions. We show that em ploy ment odds for mar ried moth ers were about 42% 
lower than those for child less mar ried women in the year fol low ing a move. Married 
moth ers who moved to more ex pen sive childcare states had odds of em ploy ment that 
were 18% lower than those of mar ried moth ers who moved to less ex pen sive childcare 
states, show ing that childcare ac ces si bil ity shapes moth ers’ em ploy ment de ci sions even 
among those with stron ger la bor force at tach ment. Moving back to re spon dents’ or their 
spouses’ state of birth and mov ing to states with more fa vor able eco nomic con di tions 
im proved odds of em ploy ment as well. Overall, we show that mov ing to states with 
fewer childcare bar ri ers is as so ci ated with higher lev els of ma ter nal em ploy ment, partly 
miti gat ing the neg a tive la bor mar ket ef fects of in ter state mi gra tion.

KEYWORDS Women’s em ploy ment • Interstate mo bil i ty • Trailing spouses • Child-
care costs

Introduction

A ro bust lit er a ture on the la bor mar ket out comes of trailing spouses, or spouses who 
move to ac com mo date their part ners’ ca reer, shows that (1) women are more likely 
to move for their hus bands’ ca reers than vice ver sa, and (2) women who move to 
en hance their hus bands’ ca reers face a ca reer pen alty in that they are less likely to be 
employedandaremorelikelytooccupylower-qualityjobs(Cookeetal.2009; Geist 
and McManus 2012). Of course, the shift to ward gen der egal i tar i an ism means that 
more men are mov ing for wom en’s ca reers than in the past (Bernard 2014; Harvey and 
Wiese 1998). However, even when hus bands are the trailing spouses, men have bet ter 
ca reer out comes than women who trail their hus bands (Boyle et al. 2001). Simply 
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put, mo bil ity is a greater ca reer killer for wives than hus bands. Interstate mo bil ity 
may be es pe cially det ri men tal to mar ried moth ers’ em ploy ment. Mothers are more 
likely to re duce work time or leave the la bor mar ket upon the tran si tion to par ent hood 
(Landivar 2017; Yavorsky et al. 2015),andthelackofuniversalhigh-qualitychildcare
orflexibleworkprotectionsmakematernalemploymentmoreprecariouswhenwork-
familypoliciesare left to thediscretionof individualemployers(Esping-Andersen
1990; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Adding an in ter state move that dis rupts moth ers’ 
em ploy ment and childcare net works may fur ther alien ate work ing moth ers from the 
labormarket.Thus,mothersmaybeespeciallyvulnerabletocareerdisruptionsfol-
low ing an in ter state move com pared with fa thers or child less wom en.

Most in ter nal mi gra tion is driven by em ploy ment op por tu ni ties (Cooke et al. 2009; 
Flippen 2014; Halfacree and Boyle 1999; Perales 2017), suggesting that in ter nal 
mi grants move to max i mize their skills in the most lu cra tive la bor mar kets and weigh 
their re sources against their op por tu ni ties to max i mize returns (Mincer 1978). Mothers 
with the most re sources—those with the highest lev els of ed u ca tion and stron gest la bor 
marketattachment—shouldbebestequippedtomaintainemploymentpost-mobility.
But highly ed u cated moth ers are of ten mar ried to highly ed u cated men, which has 
been shown to re duce ma ter nal em ploy ment fol low ing child birth (Cha 2010). Thus, 
marriedmothers’andtheirspouses’humancapitalmaybeequallyimportantdrivers
oftheiremploymentpost-mobility.Yet,absentfromtheseindividual-andcouple-level
studiesaretheresourcesatthegeographicallevel—here,states—instructuringmar-
ried moth ers’ em ploy ment fol low ing a move. Married moth ers may be less likely to 
reenterthelabormarketiftheymovetoastatewherechildcarecostsarehigheroreco-
nomic con di tions are less fa vor able than if they move to a state with lower childcare 
costs and more fa vor able eco nomic con di tions. We build on existing schol ar ship that 
illustratescountry-to-countrydifferencesingeographicalcontextonmobilewomen’s
em ploy ment by extending this ap proach to mo bil ity across U.S. states.

Toaddress thesequestions,we linkdata for a large sampleofmarriedwomen
whowereemployedinthepastyearwithstate-levelmeasuresofchildcarecostsand
cul tural and eco nomic con di tions. Because in ter state mo bil ity is lim ited to a small 
percentageoftheemployedpopulationinagivenyear,werequirealargesampleto
gen er ate ro bust model es ti ma tes of mo bile wom en. We use the Amer i can Commu-
nitySurvey(ACS), the largesthouseholdsurvey in theUnitedStatesand thepre-
miersourceofannualgeographicdata,becauseithasasufficientlylargesampleof
mar ried moth ers to es ti mate the ef fects of in ter state mo bil ity with pre ci sion. Our 
applicationofcross-sectionaldatadoesnotallowustodisentanglecausalityabout
mo bil i ty—that is, whether women are mov ing for their own ca reer, an oth er’s ca reer, 
or other rea sons. However, we limit our an a ly ses of mo bile mar ried women to those 
who have been employed and moved in the past 12 months. By ex clud ing those 
withlongspellsofunemploymentornonparticipationinthelaborforce,weevalu-
ate mo bil ity and em ploy ment changes over the same pe riod for a sam ple of mar ried 
women who were re cently employed. These women are more likely to be at tached 
to the la bor mar ket: about 87% of our sam ple of mo bile women who were employed 
at any point in the past 12 months were still employed at the time of the sur vey. We 
also com pare mo bile mar ried women with out chil dren with mar ried moth ers whose 
chil dren are un der age 13 to un der stand the im pact of childcare costs on moth ers’ 
em ploy ment rel a tive to gen eral state eco nomic con di tions that may hin der or bol ster 
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employmentamongwomenmorebroadly.Consistentwith thecross-national liter-
ature,ourresultsunderscorethatmaternalemploymentishigherpost-migrationin
states with more gen er ous childcare re sources.

Trailing Spouses: Marriage and Mobility

Research has shown that young, single, college-educated women aremost likely
to move to max i mize em ploy ment op por tu ni ties (Enchautegui 1997; Kazakis and 
Faggian 2017; Ternes 2014). Once women mar ry, how ev er, they are more likely 
make de ci sions for their fam i lies, of ten at the ex pense of their own ca reers (Damaske 
2011). Married women are more likely to be “tied mi grants” or “trailing spouses” in 
in ter state moves (Amcoff and Niedomysl 2015). Faced with in sti tu tion al ized gen der 
inequalityinthelabormarketandnormativepressurestoputtheirhusbands’careers
first,marriedwomenmovefortheirspousesbecausemen’seconomicreturnsareoften
higher (Blackburn 2010; Boyle et al. 2009). Men are also more likely to be employed 
inoccupationsthataregeographicallyclusteredwithinspecificstates,makingmen
more vul ner a ble to mo bil ity (Benson 2014). In this regard, wives may weaken their 
labormarketpositionstomaximizemen’searningsbymovingtoaccommodatehus-
bands’ ca reer op por tu ni ties. Thus, it is no sur prise that the bulk of the lit er a ture has 
found that fe male trailing spouses have worse la bor mar ket out comes than those who 
are less mo bile (Bielby and Bielby 1992; Boyle et al. 2001; Cooke and Bailey 1996; 
Halfacree and Boyle 1999).

Interstate mo bil ity likely re duces the em ploy ment of mar ried women re gard less 
of whether they have chil dren. Women who are trailing spouses may be in a weaker 
economicpositionthantheirspouses,hamperingtheirlaborforcecontinuity.Theliter-
a ture has also shown that mar ried women are more likely to move for their hus bands’ 
careers thanviceversaandexperienceanemploymentreductionasaconsequence
(Cooke et al. 2009; Geist and McManus 2012).However,mothers’laborforceattach-
ment may be even more vul ner a ble in an in ter state move com pared with child less 
women.Motherswhomovemaydisruptattachmenttoanemployerandexistingcare-
givingnetworks.Totheextentthatflexibleworkpromotesmothers’employmentand
ad vance ment op por tu ni ties (Landivar 2014; Lyness et al. 2012)andflexibilityisfre-
quentlydependentonmanagementdiscretionandjobtenure(Blair-Loy2003; Epstein 
et al. 1999),changingemployersmayresultinlessflexibleworkarrangements,which
coulddiminishmothers’likelihoodofretainingemployment.Further,mostindivid-
u als turn to fam ily and friends or the mar ket for childcare, and mov ing de sta bi lizes 
these net works. As a re sult, ma ter nal em ploy ment af ter an in ter state move may be 
difficult,regardlessofforwhomthemovewasinitiated.Theseexperiencesmaybe
ex ac er bated by mov ing to a state where childcare is more ex pen sive. Of course, not 
all  mar ried women mi grants are trailing spouses. But other con di tions, such as the 
lackofuniversalchildcareandtheinfluenceoftraditionalgendernorms,meanthe
consequencesofmobilityonmothers’employmentislikelymoresevereformarried
moth ers than for fa thers or child less wom en.

Wetestwhetherinterstatemobilityisassociatedwithlaborforceexitsformar-
ried child less women and mar ried moth ers. We ex pect that fol low ing an in ter state 
move, the odds of em ploy ment for mo bile mar ried women will be lower than for our 
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non mo bile mar ried pop u la tion. By con trast, em ploy ment odds for mo bile mar ried 
women who move for their own ca reers should be sim i lar to or higher than those 
for the non mo bile women sam ple. Mobile women tend to be youn ger and hold more 
ed u ca tion than non mo bile wom en, in di cat ing se lec tiv ity into mo bil ity (Enchautegui 
1997; Kazakis and Faggian 2017; Ternes 2014). Yet, the char ac ter is tics as so ci ated 
with mo bil ity should also lead to stron gerlaborforceattachmentpost-migration,an
out come that may be more com mon among cou ples in which women con trib ute a 
larger share of the fam ily in come. To test this pos si bil i ty, we de velop a de pen dency 
ra tio of wom en’s earn ings as a pro por tion of their spouses’ earn ings. Women who 
contributeanequalor larger share to the family incomeshouldmaintainemploy-
mentpost-mobility,regardlessofstate-levelcharacteristics.Bycontrast,women—
es pe cially moth ers—who are more de pen dent on their hus bands (i. e., earning less 
than their hus bands or hav ing no in come) should be more likely to exit em ploy ment 
post-mobility,especiallywhenfacedwithmoreexpensivechildcarecosts.

Fromthis,wederiveourfirstsetofhypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a(H1a):Mobilemarriedwomenwillhaveloweroddsofemploy-
ment than non mo bile mar ried wom en.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b):Mobilemotherswillhave the lowestoddsofemploy-
ment com pared with mo bile child less women and non mo bile moth ers.

Hypothesis 2a(H2a):Marriedchildlesswomenwithlowerprior-yearearnings
than their spouse (higher de pen dency ra tio) will be less likely to be employed 
post-movethanmarriedchildlesswomenwithalowerdependencyratio.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Married moth ers with a higher de pen dency ra tio will be 
lesslikelytobeemployedpost-movethanmotherswithalowerdependency
ra tio as well as mar ried child less wom en.

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

As the previous section outlines,mobilityweakensmothers’ labormarket attach-
ment.Yet,nostudytodatehasassessedwhethermovingtoastatewithlessexpen-
sive childcare or more fa vor able cul tural and eco nomic con di tions mit i gate some of 
thisdisadvantage.Thisomissionisconspicuousgivencross-nationalresearchshow-
ing that ma ter nal em ploy ment is tied to dif fer ences in host and re ceiv ing countries. 
Internationalmigrationinvolvessubstantialculturalreadjustmentforfamilies,partic-
ularlyforspousesofprimarymigrants,whooftenfindthemselvesunabletosecure
workintheirfieldofemploymentorstruggletoadapttheirpreexistingskillstoanew
so cio cul tural con text (Boyle et al. 2001; Gordon and Molho 1985). Because U.S. 
statesexhibitsignificantheterogeneityineconomicopportunitiesandgendernorms
(McCall 2001; Ruppanner and Maume 2016; Scarborough et al. 2019), in ter state 
migrationmayhavesomesimilaritiestoaninternationalmove.Althoughtheconse-
quencesofthesestate-levelcharacteristicshavereceivedlessattentioninthecontext
of interstatemigration,researchhasestablishedtheirrelation towomen’semploy-
ment out comes writ large. Regional la bor mar kets with a greater share of man a ge rial 
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and pro fes sional oc cu pa tions, for ex am ple, have been as so ci ated with higher wages 
for women (McCall 1998), whereas ar eas with more wide spread sup port for gen der 
equalityhaveincreasedratesofwomen’semploymentandlowergenderwagegaps
(Charles et al. 2018).

Research on the impact of internal migration on husbands’ and wives’ eco-
nomic out comes has placed less em pha sis on the dif fer ing cul tural con texts be tween 
migrants’placesoforiginandtheirnewworkdestinations,assumingthatmostdevel-
oped countries are rea son ably cul tur ally ho mog e nous. As such, it has as sumed that 
internal migrants’ employment outcomes are driven more by individuals’ demo-
graphicqualitiesthanbythebroaderculturalcontextsinwhichtheylive(Blackburn
2010; Enchautegui 1997; Flippen 2014; Kazakis and Faggian 2017; Perales 2017; 
Ternes 2014).Consequently,theroleofthestateinoutcomesforinternalmigrants
hasbeenlargelyignoredacrossthisliterature,withnoresearchonmigrationsimulta-
neouslyaccountingforindividual-andstate-leveldifferences.Thisstudyisonestep
in this di rec tion.

We ex pect that states with more fa vor able eco nomic con di tions in the form of higher 
wages, a larger share of the pop u la tion with ad vanced de grees, and a larger share of 
their work force in man a ge rial and pro fes sional oc cu pa tions will re tain or draw more 
womenintoemploymentpost-move.Stateswithculturalnormsthataremoresupport-
ive of wom en’s em ploy ment and, es pe cially moth ers’ em ploy ment, should also show 
higher lev els of la bor force par tic i pa tion among these wom en. From this lit er a ture we 
de rive the fol low ing hy poth e sis:

Hypothesis 3(H3):Movingtoastatewithmorefavorableeconomicandcul-
tural con di tions will be as so ci ated with higher la bor force par tic i pa tion among 
mo bile moth ers and child less mar ried wom en.

In ad di tion to het ero ge ne ity in cul tural and eco nomic con di tions impacting wom en’s 
em ploy ment, states vary in their childcare costs. Childcare costs are driven by a host 
of fac tors, in clud ing the avail abil ity and cost of la bor (Herbst 2015),state-sponsored
ser vices and avail abil ity of funding for Head Start and childcare subsidies (Herbst 
2008), and local costs of operation (i.e., rents, utilities, and taxes). State-sponsored
preschoolprogramscanbefoundin42states,mostlyserving4-year-olds.However,
enrollment inpublicprograms isconcentrated in just8statesandWashington,DC,
togetherservingmore than50%ofall4-year-olds in thecountry’spublicprograms
(Chaudry et al. 2017). Younger chil dren and in fants who are more ex pen sive to pro vide 
care for have fewer pub lic op tions. Even as states are in creas ingly im por tant ac tors in 
legislatingchildcare,theyarefarfromofferinguniversalprovisions.Costsremainpri-
marilydrivenbythemarket.In2015,center-basedinfantcarerangedfrom$4,822per
yearinMississippito$17,062peryearinMassachusetts(ChildCareAwareofAmerica
2016). Even af ter chil dren en ter school, many par ents con tinue to pay af ter care costs 
for the gap be tween the end of the school day and par ents’ work days. States that have 
higherchildcarecostsalsohavehigheraftercarecosts,rangingfrom$1,104peryearin
Louisianato$8,919inHawaii(ChildCareAwareofAmerica2016).After-schoolcare
isequallyimportant,with83%ofworkingparentsreportingafter-schoolcareisessen-
tialforthemtokeeptheirjobs(AfterschoolAlliance2014).

We ex pect that ex pen sive childcare will be a bar rier to ma ter nal em ploy ment. 
Mothers are more likely to exit and less likely to re en ter the la bor mar ket as childcare 
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costs in crease (Blau and Tekin 2007; Han and Waldfogel 2001). Mothers of young 
childrenandthoseworkinginlow-incomejobsaremorevulnerabletolabormarket
ex its when faced with ex pen sive childcare costs (Blau and Robins 1989; Gelbach 
1999; Leibowitz et al. 1992). At the state lev el, Ruppanner and col leagues (2019) 
showedthatmothersspendmoretimeengagedinchildcareandlesstimeinemploy-
ment in stateswithmoreexpensivechildcarecosts.These studiescollectivelyex-
tendeda robustcross-national literature showing thataffordable,high-quality,and
widely avail  able childcare is as so ci ated with higher odds of ma ter nal em ploy ment 
(Boeckmann et al. 2015; Misra et al. 2011; Pettit and Hook 2005).

From this lit er a ture, we ex pect that mov ing to a state with more ex pen sive childcare 
will be as so ci ated with de creased la bor force par tic i pa tion among moth ers. We fo cus 
here on mar ried moth ers of young chil dren (un der age 13) be cause mar ried moth ers’ 
em ploy ment is more sen si tive to the costs of childcare than sin gle moth ers’, and child-
care costs, in clud ing the costs of school af ter care, typ i cally ap ply to youn ger chil dren.1 
As a sen si tiv ity test to pick up any confounding char ac ter is tics not con trolled for by the 
cul tural and eco nomic in dex, we model how the costs of childcare af fect em ploy ment 
amongmobilechildlessmarriedwomen.Afterincludingstate-levelcontrolvariables,
we ex pect childcare costs to have no ef fect for this group be cause they have no chil dren.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Moving to a state with higher childcare costs will be as so ci ated 
with lower la bor force par tic i pa tion among mo bile moth ers of young chil dren.

Data

Data for these an a ly ses come from the 2015 Amer i can Community Survey Public 
UseMicrodataSample(ACS)five-yearfileprovidedbytheIntegratedPublicUse
Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Ruggles et al. 2015).2 We use the ACS be cause it is an 
idealsourceformeasuringcross-statemoves.Asthelargesthouseholdsurveyinthe
UnitedStates,theACSprovidesthehighest-qualitygeographicdataamongnation-
ally rep re sen ta tive sur veys. Furthermore, be cause in ter state mo bil ity is un com mon 
in anygivenyear,we require a large sample size toobserve enough individuals
makingarecentinterstatemove.Althoughweusecross-sectionaldatapooledover
fiveyears,welimitoursampletomarriedwomenwhohavebeenemployedatsome
point in the past 12 months re gard less of their cur rent em ploy ment sta tus. Thus, we 
can de ter mine whether mo bile women left the la bor force in the year they moved. 
Although other sur veys (e. g., National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Panel Study 
ofIncomeDynamics)offermoredetaileddataonthetimingofmovesandarelongi-
tu di nal, their sam ples are pro hib i tively small for ex am in ing the as so ci a tion be tween 
mo bil ity and em ploy ment among mar ried moth ers by state. The sam ple size for 
our pri mary pop u la tion of in ter est (geo graph i cally mo bile moth ers) in these other 

1 Analyses rep li cated for moth ers of youn ger chil dren (un der age 6) sub stan ti ated our con clu sions.
2 TheCensusBureaurecommendsusingfive-yearsamplesforanalysesofdetailedgroupsorwhenfocus-
ingonspecificgeographies.ThesesamplespoolfiveconsecutiveyearsoftheACS,whichareintentionally
sam pled to en sure that no re spon dents are sur veyed twice and are weighted to be na tion ally rep re sen ta tive. 
The2015five-yearsampleusedhereincludessurveysfrom2011through2015.
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datasetswouldfailtomeetrecommendedqualitystandardsforlogisticregression
(Peng et al. 2002). Given these con straints, the ACS is the best data source for our 
researchquestions.

Our an a ly ses are based on mar ried women who have been employed and moved 
out of state in the past 12 months, for which the to tal sam ple size is 229,351 (10,730 
un weight ed) child less mar ried women and 228,035 (10,104 un weight ed) moth ers. We 
use the sam ple weights pro vided by the Census Bureau. Because changes in childcare 
costs should pri mar ily af fect those with youn ger chil dren, we ex clude women whose 
youn gest child is 13 or older. Mothers in these an a ly ses re fer to those who have at 
least one child who is youn ger than 13. Childless mar ried women are those who have 
no chil dren or no chil dren liv ing at home. Geographic mo bil ity is de ter mined by the 
respondent’scurrentaddressandtheACSmobilityquestionthatreads,“Wheredid
thispersonliveoneyearago?”Thisquestionisaskedofthosewhoindicatedliving
inadifferentlocationinthepastyear.Weusehierarchicalbinomiallogisticregres-
sion mod els to as sess how state childcare costs and cul tural and eco nomic con di tions 
are as so ci ated with wom en’s la bor force par tic i pa tion. Our ob ser va tions are nested 
within states, and hi er ar chi cal mod els ac count for this type of data nesting be cause 
theydonotrequiretheassumptionofindependencebetweenobservations.

Our de pen dent var i able is a bi nary mea sure of la bor force par tic i pa tion (1 = in la bor 
force; 0 =notinlaborforce).Wecontrolforageandagesquared,raceandethnicity
(White, not His pan ic; Black; Asian; other races; or His pan ic), ed u ca tional at tain ment 
(high school or low er, some col lege, bach e lor’s de gree, or mas ter’s de gree and higher), 
andusualhoursworked.Wecreateadependencyratiobydividingthespouse’searn-
ings by wom en’s earn ings in the past 12 months. A de pen dency ra tio over 1 in di cates 
that women earned less than their spouses in the past 12 months. We top code the 
de pen dency ra tio to 10 to limit ex treme out li ers gen er ated by cases in which women 
hadverylowearnings(e.g.,lessthan$500inthepastyear).Becauseofdifferencesin
thecostoflivingacrossstates,weadjustearningsusingregionalpriceparitiesfromthe
Bureau of Economic Analysis. Regional price par i ties mea sure the dif fer ences in price 
lev els across states and are expressed as a per cent age of the over all na tional price level 
(Bureau of Economic Analysis 2018). We con trol for mov ing back to the re spon dent’s 
orspouse’sstateofbirthtoaccountforthepossibilitythatdoingsomayofferrespon-
dentsthebenefitofhavingavailablerelatives(e.g.,grandparents)toprovidechildcare.

At the state lev el, we in clude an in dex of childcare costs and an in dex of cul tural 
and eco nomic con di tions. Average yearly childcare costs are obtained from Child 
Care Aware of America (2016).Wecombine the state-levelaverage infant center-
basedandpaidhome-basedcosts(r =.89),andthestate-levelaveragecenter-based
andpaidhome-basedaftercarecosts(r =.95).Becausethesemetricsarehighlycor-
re lated at the state lev el, we de velop an in dex of childcare costs (al pha = .88). States 
thathavehigher infantcareprices tend tohavehigheraftercarecosts,andcenter-
andhome-basedcoststrackeachotherwell,evenascenter-basedcostsarehigher.
Alternativespecificationsyieldedverysimilarmodelresults.3 Costs are logged and 

3 We eval u ated ad di tional var i ables that could af fect childcare costs, but they did not mean ing fully af fect 
the re sults and in creased col lin ear i ty; they are thus ex clud ed. These var i ables in clude whether re spon dents 
lived in an area des ig nated as a childcare des ert, the per cent age of chil dren en rolled in Head Start, the 
ChildCareandDevelopmentBlockGrant requiredparentalcopaymentsandmaximumreimbursement
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adjustedwithregionalpriceparities.Usingourindexofchildcarecosts,wedesig-
nate states as hav ing higher childcare costs if they have costs that are higher than the 
averageacrossstateswheretheU.S.averageis$6,893.Figure 1showsstates’distri-
butionsacrossthismeasure.Stateswithhigherchildcarecostswereprimarilycon-
cen trated in the Northeast and West and a few states in the Midwest. We gen er ate an 
ad di tional mea sure eval u at ing whether childcare costs in creased or de creased in the 
des ti na tion state com pared with the or i gin state. We code re spon dents as mov ing to a 
state with a higher cost of care if they moved from a state where childcare costs were 
lower than av er age or av er age to a state where costs were higher than av er age.4 About 

rates,minimumworkhoursrequiredofparentsreceivingstatechildcaresubsidies,andlengthofschool
day (lon ger school days were as so ci ated with lower af ter care costs).
4 Resultswere robust tomultiple specificationsof increasedcosts in addition to themean,or average
costs,includingthe40thandthe75thpercentiles.Movingfromalow-costchildcarestatetoahigher-cost
childcare state was as so ci ated with re duced em ploy ment odds among moth ers even with smaller in creases 
in childcare costs. The as so ci a tion be tween moth ers’ em ploy ment and childcare costs was stron ger when 
movingtothemostexpensivestates(childcarepricesatthe75thpercentileorhigher)andsignificant,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 
costofcenter-basedinfantandschool-agecareandpaidhome-basedinfantandschool-agecare.Source: 
Child Care Aware of America 2016.
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41% of moth ers cur rently re side in a state with a higher cost of care, and about 20% 
ofmotherswhomovedexperiencedincreasedchildcarecostspost-move(Table 1).

Toconstructourindexofculturalandeconomicconditions,wecombinestate-level
dataonthepercentageofthepopulationwithadvanceddegrees,women’smedianearn-
ings, the share of the work ing pop u la tion employed in man a ge rial and pro fes sional 
oc cu pa tions, the state min i mum wage, and pub lic sup port for fem i nism. We in clude 
thesemeasuresprimarily tocontrol for theconfoundingeffectsofstate-to-stateeco-
nomic and cul tural dif fer ences that could be as so ci ated with higher childcare costs. Data 
on ad vanced de grees, me dian earn ings, and oc cu pa tions come from the 2015 Amer i can 

weakerwhenmovingtomoreexpensivestatesdefinedatalower-costthreshold(40th per cen tile or higher 
relativetothoselivinginsub-40thpercentilestates).Employmentoddsremainedloweramongmothers
thatmovedfromalower-coststatetoahigher-coststateevenamongmovesthatoccurredbetweenstates
be low the na tional av er age in childcare costs.

Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics of mo bile mar ried women ages 25–54 and employed in the past 12 months 
by pa ren tal sta tus

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 eth nic ity
  White, not His panic 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
  His panic 9.1 0.4 12.1 0.4
 Educational at tain ment
  High school or lower 15.0 0.5 16.2 0.5
  Some col lege 24.0 0.5 29.8 0.6
  Bachelor’s de gree 33.2 0.6 29.9 0.6
  Master’s de gree or higher 27.8 0.5 24.1 0.5
 Labor force sta tus
  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 la bor force 9.7 0.4 17.6 0.5
 Usual weekly work hours 39.3 0.2 35.9 0.2
 Dependency ra tio 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
 Childcarecostsincreasedpost-move 19.3 0.5 19.7 0.5
 Economic and cul tural con di tions 0.0 0.1 -0.1 0.1

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011–2015 Amer i can Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample.
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CommunitySurveyfive-yearfile.Stateminimumwagedatafor2015areobtainedfrom
the Department of Labor’s his tor i cal ar chive. Data on cul tural gen der norms are less 
read ily avail  able at the state level be cause few sur veys mea sure at ti tudes and be liefs 
with large enough sam ples for state anal y sis. Therefore, we use or ganic data mea sur ing 
pub lic sen ti ment to ward fem i nism expressed on Twitter. We use an established data set 
that has been val i dated in pre vi ous re search (Scarborough 2018), us ing naïve Bayes 
classificationtocode105,066tweetsaboutfeminismaspositiveornegativeandlinking
them to states based on Twitter us ers’ bios to cal cu late the per cent age of pos i tive tweets 
to ward fem i nism in each state.5 Research in di cates that sup port for fem i nism cor re lates 
with cul tural norms of gen der egal i tar i an ism more broadly (Banaszak and Ondercin 
2016; Scarborough 2018). Given re search show ing that this mea sure cor re lates highly 
withaveragestatesupportforequaldivisionsofhouseholdlabor(r = .5; Scarborough 
2018),weusethisitemtocapturestates’culturalenvironment.Becauseourstate-level
eco nomic and cul tural var i ables are on dif fer ent met rics, we stan dard ize them us ing z 
scores prior to com bin ing them into an in dex (al pha = .85). Places with bet ter eco nomic 
conditions(e.g.,higherwagesandbetterjobopportunities)tendedtohavemorepositive
sup port to ward fem i nism. We in clude this in dex in our mod els to test whether states’ 
eco nomic and cul tural con texts out weigh the higher childcare costs in these ar eas.6

Ouruseofcross-sectionaldatalimitsourabilitytocontrolforunobservedindivid-
ualandstatecharacteristics.Tomitigateforindividual-levelconfounders,wetestour
hy poth e ses com par ing a sam ple of mo bile mar ried women who do not have chil dren 
with a sam ple of women who do. Unobserved con found ers as so ci ated with in ter state 
moves and em ploy ment would af fect both mo bile moth ers and mo bile nonmothers, 
butonlymotherswouldbeaffectedbychildcarecosts.Tomitigateagainststate-level
confounders,weconductadditionalmodelsthatincludeastatefixedeffecttocontrol
forunobservedstatecharacteristics.Althoughthestatefixedeffectmakesitimpossi-
bletomodeltherelationshipofspecificstatecharacteristics,suchasoverallchildcare
costs, to moth ers’ em ploy ment, it does al low us to ex am ine the ef fect of mov ing to a 
high-coststatefromalow-coststatebecausevaluesforthisitemvarywithinstates
depending on re spon dents’ state of or i gin.

Results

Interstate mo bil ity among mar ried women is un com mon in any given year. In our 
sam ple, about 2% of employed mar ried women mi grated to an other state dur ing a 
12-monthperiod.Thosewhomovedtendedtobeyoungerandmorehighlyeducated.

5 DespitethenonsystematicsamplingofTwitterdata,thismeasureofstate-levelsentimenttowardfemi-
nism is cor re lated (r =.5)withrepresentativestate-levelgenderattitudesmeasuredbytheGeneralSocial
Survey (GSS) (Scarborough 2018). Because of re stric tions on the use of sen si tive da ta, we are un able to 
use the geocoded GSS at ti tu di nal data here. Furthermore, in its pre vi ous ap pli ca tion (Scarborough 2018), 
theGSSstate-leveldataincludedonly38states,whichwouldhavesignificantlyreducedoursamplesize.
Wegeneratedtheeconomicandculturalindexwithoutstate-levelsentimenttowardfeminismasarobust-
ness check, and the model re sults remained un changed. The eco nomic and cul tural in dex was slightly 
improvedwiththeinclusionofstate-levelsentimenttowardfeminism(alpha=.85)overtheversionwith-
out its in clu sion (al pha =.84),andmodelfitwassuperior,soweoptedtoretainit.
6 In ad di tion to eco nomic and cul tural char ac ter is tics, we also con trolled for pop u la tion, em ploy ment, and 
servicesectorgrowthsincetheyear2000.Noneofthesevariablesweresignificant.
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Descriptive sta tis tics for mo bile mar ried women are pro vided in Table 1,anddescrip-
tive sta tis tics for non mo bile mar ried women are avail  able in the online ap pen dix. 
Labor force par tic i pa tion rates of non mo bile mar ried women were higher than those 
for mo bile mar ried women with or with out chil dren. Among women (with and with out 
chil dren) who had been employed one year ear li er, 79% of mo bile women and 93% 
of non mo bile women remained employed the following year (not shown). Women 
who moved to the East Coast and Nebraska were more likely to re main employed 
fol low ing a move than women who moved to other states (Figure 2).

Interstate mo bil ity was es pe cially det ri men tal to moth ers’ em ploy ment. Following 
amove,motherswere less likely tobeemployedor toworkfull-timethanmothers
who did not move. Only 75% of moth ers who had worked in the past 12 months were 
work ing at the time of the sur vey if they ex pe ri enced a move.7Incontrast,92%ofnon-
mo bile moth ers remained employed (Table A1 in the online ap pen dix). Focusing on 
full-timeemployment,about67%ofnonmobilemotherswereemployedfull-timeat
thetimeofsurvey,comparedwith55%ofmobilemothers.Amongmothersnotwork-
ing, 7.5% were un em ployed (seek ing but not obtaining work), and 18% were out of 
the la bor force (not ac tively seek ing work). Mobile moth ers were about three times as 
likely to be un em ployed and out of the la bor force than moth ers who did not move in 
thepastyear.Thesedifferencesaresignificantandindicatethatemploymentwassub-
stan tially disrupted, given that all  these women were employed in the 12 months prior 
to the sur vey date.

Controlling for de mo graphic and eco nomic dif fer ences be tween non mo bile and 
mo bile wom en, we show that mo bile moth ers’ odds of em ploy ment were less than 
one-thirdofnonmobilemothers’oddsofemployment(Figure 3). Additionally, among 
marriedwomenwhowerechildlessandmobile,relativetothosewhowerenonmo-
bile, the odds of em ploy ment were 0.37. Comparing mo bile wom en, moth ers were less 
likely to re main in the la bor force. Thus, moth ers and child less mar ried women both 
ex pe ri enced an em ploy ment pen alty fol low ing a move, with a larger pen alty among 
mobilemothers,lendingsupporttoH1aandH1b.Ofcourse,wecannotdirectlymea-
sure whether these moth ers were trailing their spouses or driv ing the moves. However, 
theresultsclearlyindicatethatmarriedwomenexperienceasevereemploymentpen-
altypost-migration.Ifwomenweremovingfortheirowncareeropportunities,they
would be more likely to be employed than non mo bile wom en.

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

Because mo bile women dif fer from non mo bile women in terms of age, ed u ca tion, 
and em ploy ment, we fo cus our remaining an a ly ses on com par i sons be tween mo bile 
mar ried women with and with out chil dren to more read ily iso late the re la tion ship 
be tween em ploy ment and char ac ter is tics of des ti na tion states.

Competitive la bor mar kets may be more likely to at tract highly ed u cated 
womenwithimprovedjobprospects.Inourmodels,weshowthatmobilewomen
with the highest levels of educationweremost likely to remain employed fol-

7 All de scrip tive sta tis tics on la bor force group dif fer ences be tween mo bile and non mo bile moth ers are 
statisticallysignificantatthe.05level.
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low ing a move. Women with a mas ter’s de gree or higher were the most likely to 
work following amove comparedwithotherwomen, but an importantmother-
hood gap emerges (Table 2). Compared with child less mar ried women who had 
a high school education, those with a master’s degree had significantly higher
em ploy ment (log odds = 0.71, p < .001), and log odds of em ploy ment remained 
higher for highly ed u cated moth ers than for moth ers with a high school ed u ca tion 
(0.27, p < .001). Thus, highly ed u cated women are the most likely to be employed, 
but motherhood erodes education-based employment differences. Women who
worked more hours, on av er age, in the past 12 months also remained more likely 
tobeemployedpost-move.Asshowninthedescriptivestatisticstables(Table 1 
andTableA1intheonlineappendix),mobilewomenwerelesslikelytoworkpart-
time,especiallymothers.Womenwhoworkedpart-timepriortoamovemaybe
morelikelytobeknockedoutofthelaborforcefollowingamove,perhapsindi-
catingtrailing-spousestatusasanonprimaryearner.

Economicallydependentwomenweremuchlesslikelytobeemployed.Bothmar-
ried moth ers (−0.21, p < .001) and child less mar ried women (−0.17, p < .001) were 
lesslikelytobeemployedwhenthedependencyratiowashigh,confirmingH2aand
partlyconfirmingH2bgiventhattheeffectsizeswereonlyslightlylargeranddidnot

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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significantlydifferbetweenmarriedmothersandmarriedchildlesswomen.8 Rather 
thanbeingopportunitiesforimprovedjobprospects,interstatemovesappeartobe
more dis rup tive of mar ried wom en’s em ploy ment, es pe cially when these women are 
more dependent on their spouses’ incomes. One circumstance underwhich inter-
state moves were fa vor able to em ploy ment was when women moved back to their 
or their spouse’s birth state. Moving back to a birth state was as so ci ated with higher 
em ploy ment among mar ried moth ers (0.25, p < .001) and child less mar ried women 
(0.12, p < .001).9 One rea son mov ing back to a home state is as so ci ated with higher 
em ploy ment is that fam ily may be avail  able to pro vide childcare. Yet, this does not 
appeartobetheonlymechanism:employmentwasalsohigheramongchildlessmar-
ried women when they returned to a home state. Thus, mov ing back to a home state 
appearstoofferadditionalnetworksthatcanlendsupporttofindingnewemployment
above and be yond childcare sup port from ex tended fam ily mem bers.

To eval u ate how state con text mat ters for moth ers’ em ploy ment, we turn to our 
final models including contextual information on cultural and economic condi-
tions and childcare costs. Although we predicted that mov ing to a state with more 
work-supportiveculturalandeconomicconditionswouldbeassociatedwithgreater
em ploy ment among mo bile mar ried wom en, this re sult holds only for moth ers, partly 
confirmingH3(Table 2, Models 2 and 5). Because moth ers are less likely to work 

8 In a pooled model com bin ing mo bile child less women and moth ers (not shown), the in ter ac tion be tween 
economic dependency and parental statuswas not significant, indicating that economic dependency is
as so ci ated with lower rates of em ploy ment to a sim i lar ex tent among moth ers and nonmothers.
9 Theinteractioneffectbetweenareturntoabirthstateandparentalstatusisnotsignificant.

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 child less mar ried wom en, they may be more sen si tive to state so cio eco nomic 
con di tions. Mothers are more likely to work when relocating to states that rank higher 
on our cul tural and eco nomic in dex—those states with more ad vanced econ o mies 
and stron ger fem i nist sup port (0.25, p < .001)—than when relocating to states that 
rank lower on these mea sures.

Among child less mar ried women who were mo bile, higher childcare costs were not 
as so ci ated with lev els of em ploy ment (Table 2, Models 1 and 4). By con trast, the rel a tive 
changeinchildcarecostsfromoriginanddestinationstateswasasignificantpredictor
of em ploy ment among moth ers. Mothers were much less likely to work if they moved 
to a state with more ex pen sive childcare than their state of or i gin (−0.20, p < .001; 
Table 2,Models5and6),about18%loweroddsofemployment,comparedwithmoth-
erswhomovedtostateswithequivalentorcheaperchildcarecosts.Thisrelationship
was observed in hierarchical random interceptmodels (Model 5) and fixed-effects
specifications(Model6)thatcontrolforunobservedstatecharacteristics.Importantly,
movingtoastatewithhigherchildcarecostsdidnotinfluencechildlesswomen’sodds
ofemployment,indicatingthatthesignificanteffectsobservedformothersarerobust
to unobserved individual-level confounders associatedwithmoving that are shared
betweenmothersandnonmothers.TheseresultsconfirmH4:higherchildcarecostsare
abarriertomothers’employmentandlaborforcecontinuitypost-migration.

Together, these re sults show that mov ing to a state with more fa vor able eco nomic 
con di tions and childcare re sources im proves ma ter nal re ten tion in the la bor mar ket. 
Althoughchildcarecoststendtobehigherinstatesthathavemorebeneficialcultural
andeconomicconditions,movingtoastatewithhigherchildcarecostsisstillassoci-
ated with em ploy ment re duc tions, even un der con di tions that may oth er wise fa cil i tate 
em ploy ment.10

Conclusion

This re search con trib utes to our un der stand ing of how re gional con text mat ters in 
en hanc ing mar ried moth ers’ em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. Moving to an other state 
significantly reduces mothers’ employment, even among women who are highly
attachedtothelabormarket.Ratherthanmovingfortheirownemploymentopportu-
ni ties, moth ers in this sam ple ap pear to have moved for other rea sons, likely spou sal 
em ploy ment op por tu ni ties. Mothers who moved out of state were less likely to be in 
the la bor force than both non mo bile mar ried moth ers and child less mar ried women 
whoalsomadeaninterstatemove.Motherswhoearnedsignificantlylessthantheir
spousesinthepast12monthswerelesslikelytoremaininthelaborforcepost-move.
One in stance that miti gated some of the neg a tive ef fects of an in ter state move was a 

10 Women with older chil dren who are pri mar ily us ing af ter care that is less ex pen sive may be less sen si tive 
to the price of childcare. When we re stricted mod els to moth ers of pre school ers only (not shown), liv ing in 
a state with high childcare costs was as so ci ated with re duced odds of em ploy ment com pared with liv ing in 
stateswithlessexpensivechildcare.Livinginastatewithhighchildcarecostswasnotsignificantlyassociated
withemploymentamongmotherswithchildrenages6–12.Whenweranseparatemodelsformothersofpre-
school ers, moth ers with chil dren ages 6–12, and moth ers of chil dren un der age 13, we found that the rel a tive 
change in childcare costs as so ci ated with in ter state moves remained im por tant. Moving to a state with more 
ex pen sive childcare re duced moth ers’ odds of em ploy ment for all  women with young chil dren (un der age 13).
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move to a wom an’s or her spouse’s state of birth. Such a move may of fer ad di tional 
ad van tages—for ex am ple, in the form of fam ily care giv ing re sources and net works to 
lo cate new em ploy ment op por tu ni ties—as is ev i dent for all  mo bile mar ried women in 
our sam ple, in clud ing those with out chil dren.

State re sources also miti gated some of the neg a tive ef fects of in ter state mo bil i ty. 
Thatis,weshowthatstatecontextmatters,andnotallmoveshaveequaloutcomes.
Wherewomenmigratecansignificantlyincreaseordecreasetheoddsthattheywill
workaftertheirmove.Thisfindingisimportantbecauseitillustratesthatstatecon-
di tions struc ture trailing spouses’ and moth ers’ em ploy ment de ci sions be yond their 
individualresources,shiftingthefocusontheircapacitytoworkbeyondthecouple-
level dyad to in clude a more nu anced un der stand ing of geo graph i cal con text. Our 
re sults show that a change in childcare costs can in cen tiv ize or be come a bar rier to 
moth ers’ em ploy ment. Moving to a state with less af ford able childcare is as so ci ated 
with re duced re ten tion of mar ried moth ers in the la bor mar ket. In con trast, states 
that offered more work-supportive cultural and economic conditions were more
likelytoretainmothers inthelaborforce.Thisfindingisconsistentwithprevious
re search ar gu ing that lo cal eco nomic and cul tural con di tions con sti tute the struc ture 
of em ploy ment and the ac ces si bil ity of eco nomic op por tu ni ties for women res i dents 
(Boeckmann et al. 2015; McCall 2001). Importantly, how ev er, we found that these 
state con di tions were more impactful among moth ers than nonmothers, suggesting 
thatmotherhoodmaybeaprimarybasisoflocalformsofgenderinequality(England
2005)—an as pect overlooked in pre vi ous re search fo cus ing on women writ large.

Although it would be de sir able to know why the women in our sam ple mi grated 
be tween states as well as the rel a tive tim ing of their move and em ploy ment change, 
the re spon dents sur veyed were not asked why they moved, and panel data sets are 
not large enough to as sess the ef fects of in ter state mo bil ity with pre ci sion. We limit 
our sam ple to those who were employed within the 12 months prior to an in ter state 
movetoredresssomeoftheseconcernsaroundcausality.Thisresearchisnotwith-
out lim i ta tions, which ought to pro vide di rec tion for fu ture re search. We es ti mate the 
state-levelcontextofchildcarecosts,butmorerefinedmeasuresoflocallabormarkets
wouldbeequallyuseful.Ourrestrictionisapracticalone:samplesizesofmoregeo-
graphicallyrefineddatasetsarenotlargeenoughtoestimatemobility,motherhood,
mar riage, and hu man cap i tal si mul ta neous ly. Future re search could fo cus on ma ter nal 
employmentwithoutthemobilitydimension,estimatingcity-andstate-leveldiffer-
ences.Further,althoughwefindthatamoveassociatedwithincreasedchildcarecosts
is det ri men tal to the ca reers of mo bile moth ers, we can not de ter mine for whose ca reer 
the woman moves. As women gain more hu man cap i tal and em ploy ment ex pe ri ence, 
morewomenwilllikelydriveinterstatemoves.Futureresearchmightapplylongitu-
di nal data to es ti mate whether mov ing into a state with more re sources leads to more 
con tin u ous em ploy ment. Again, sam ple sizes and rep re sen ta tive ness across states are 
is sues for most lon gi tu di nal data sets, but our re sults in di cate the ne ces sity of greater 
con cen tra tion on these is sues, par tic u larly a fo cus on who drives ca reer moves.

Ultimately, our re sults are clear: moth ers mov ing to states with more af ford able 
childcare have higher odds of la bor force par tic i pa tion than those ex pe ri enc ing an 
increase in childcare costs. These findings underscore the barriers that expensive
childcare poses to moth ers’ em ploy ment. To ad dress these con straints and max i mize 
humancapital,statesshouldlegislatepoliciestosubsidizethecostsofchildcare.■
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