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Occupational Inflexibility and Women’s Employment 
During the Transition to Parenthood

Patrick Ishizuka and Kelly Musick

ABSTRACT  The typical U.S. workplace has adapted little to changes in the family and 
remains bound to norms of a workweek of 40 or more hours. How jobs are structured and 
remunerated within occupations shapes gender inequality in the labor market, and this 
may be particularly true at the critical juncture of parenthood. This study provides novel 
evi­dence show­ing how the inflex­i­bil­ity of occu­pa­tional work hours shapes new moth­ers’ 
employ­ment. We use a fixed-effects approach and indi­vid­ual-level data from nation
ally representative panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation (N = 2,239 
women) merged with occupational characteristics from the American Community Survey. 
We find that women in pre-birth occu­pa­tions with higher shares work­ing 40 or more hours 
per week and higher wage pre­mi­ums to lon­ger work hours are sig­nifi­cantly less likely to 
be employed post-birth. These asso­ci­a­tions are small in mag­ni­tude and not sta­tis­ti­cally 
sig­nifi­cant for men, and pla­cebo regres­sions with child­less women show no asso­ci­a­tions 
between occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity and sub­se­quent employ­ment. Results illus­trate how 
indi­vid­ual employ­ment deci­sions are jointly constrained by the struc­ture of the labor mar
ket and persistent gendered cultural norms about breadwinning and caregiving.

KEYWORDS  Gender  •  Parenthood  •  Occupations  •  Employment

Introduction

Men’s and women’s employ­ment pat­terns diverge fol­low­ing par­ent­hood, with impor­tant 
con­se­quences for gen­der inequal­ity in the labor mar­ket. Whereas men’s labor sup­ply 
remains sta­ble or increases when they become fathers, women’s employ­ment and work 
hours decline sig­nifi­cantly (Byker 2016a; Damaske and Frech 2016; Killewald and 
Zhou 2019; Lu et al. 2017; Lundberg and Rose 2002; Musick et al. 2020). Reductions 
in moth­ers’ cumu­la­tive work expe­ri­ence due to employ­ment gaps, in turn, account for 
a large portion of both the motherhood wage penalty and gender wage gap (Aisenbrey 
et al. 2009; Blau and Kahn 2017; Budig and England 2001; Gangl and Ziefle 2009). 
Even short work inter­rup­tions can result in sub­stan­tial long-term wage and career costs 
(Bertrand et al. 2010; England et al. 2016). Parenthood-related gaps in employ­ment 
are penalized in hiring (Weisshaar 2018), and work adjustments following birth appear 
to have long-last­ing effects on gen­der spe­cial­i­za­tion in paid and unpaid work (Byker 
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2016b; Patnaik 2019; Rege and Solli 2013). Thus, despite the narrowing of human cap
i­tal gaps between men and women (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006; Goldin 2006), men 
continue to earn more than women, and gender gaps in earnings widen over the life 
course (Goldin 2014). Identifying fac­tors that shape women’s employ­ment responses to 
parenthood is crucial for understanding gender inequality in the labor market.

Goldin (2014) argued that the “last chap­ter” in the long pro­gres­sion to gen­der equal
ity in employ­ment and earn­ings is in chang­ing how jobs are struc­tured and remu­ner
ated to allow for flex­i­bil­ity in work hours. She showed that this change has taken off in 
some high-earning occu­pa­tions but not oth­ers, and she linked indi­ca­tors of job hours 
inflex­i­bil­ity within occu­pa­tions to greater gen­der gaps in pay. Relative to those of other 
advanced industrialized countries, U.S. workplaces have adapted little to changes in the 
fam­ily and remain bound to norms of a full-time, full-year worker with­out con­straints 
on availability (Collins 2019; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Kalleberg 2011; Williams 
2000). A workweek of 40 or more hours remains the standard, despite preferences to 
work less among many men and women, particularly at the transition to parenthood 
(Reynolds and Johnson 2012). These work hour norms and practices, combined with 
a lack of insti­tu­tional sup­port for reduced and flex­i­ble hours, impose sig­nifi­cant wage 
pen­al­ties on employ­ees who want fewer hours and more flex­i­ble employ­ment (Cha and 
Weeden 2014; Mas and Pallais 2017; Weeden et al. 2016). Qualitative accounts have 
described in rich detail how inflex­i­bil­ity in work hours gen­er­ates work-fam­ily con­flict 
that ultimately pushes mothers out of the labor force (Stone 2007).

We build on this line of research, advanc­ing the lit­er­a­ture on work hour inflex­i­bil­ity 
and gender inequality in the labor market in three key ways. First, following Goldin 
(2014) and others, we argue that the way work hours are organized and compensated 
at the occu­pa­tion level pro­duces gen­der dif­fer­ences in employ­ment, and we extend 
this research to exam­ine the prev­a­lence of the 40-plus-hour work­week and wage pre
mi­ums to lon­ger hours across a broad range of occu­pa­tions. Second, we exam­ine the 
link between occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity and employ­ment at the crit­i­cal junc­ture of par
ent­hood, ask­ing whether higher lev­els of occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity are asso­ci­ated with 
job-leav­ing fol­low­ing the tran­si­tion to first birth, par­tic­u­larly among moth­ers. Third, 
we link detailed occu­pa­tion-level data on work hour inflex­i­bil­ity from the Amer­i
can Community Survey (ACS) to large, nationally representative panels of men and 
women from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), allowing us 
to directly measure the structure and remuneration of work hours in occupations and 
assess their role in shaping the employment outcomes of new mothers and fathers. 
Our approach sheds light on how individual employment decisions are jointly con-
strained by the structure of the labor market and persistent gendered cultural norms 
about breadwinning and caregiving.

Background

Workplace Organization and Gendered Employment Following Parenthood

A key premise of our work is that occupations are an important but understudied site of 
work­place orga­ni­za­tion rel­e­vant to both work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and moth­ers’ employ
ment. Weeden and Grusky (2005) found that detailed occu­pa­tions explain much of the 
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variation in working long hours (49+ hours), work­ing full-time, and weekly work hours, 
net of individual and family characteristics. They argued that work hour norms diffuse 
at the occu­pa­tion level and are inter­nal­ized by work­ers and that work prac­tices embed
ded in insti­tu­tional con­texts fur­ther con­strain indi­vid­ual dis­cre­tion regard­ing work hours 
(see also Berg et al. 2004; Landivar 2014; Yu 2009). Workers may feel pres­sure to dem
on­strate their devo­tion to work by conforming to work hour norms (Blair-Loy 2003; 
Cha and Weeden 2014; Turco 2010), and they may find it dif­fi­cult to find a job with 
more accommodating hours within the same occupation (Cortés and Pan 2017).

Goldin (2014) showed how work hour inflex­i­bil­ity operates at the occu­pa­tional 
level and is dif­fer­en­tially asso­ci­ated with men’s and women’s employ­ment and earn
ings. Occupations disproportionately reward longer work hours when employees are 
less-effec­tive sub­sti­tutes for one another. For exam­ple, in busi­ness occu­pa­tions, the 
impor­tance of per­sonal rela­tion­ships and “face time” increases the value of a spe­cific 
employee work­ing lon­ger and par­tic­u­lar hours. By con­trast, in phar­macy, tech­no­log
ical changes and the shift to retail chain and hospital employment have meant that 
one pharmacist can easily pick up where another left off and that there is little gain to 
working longer hours (Goldin and Katz 2011). These occupational differences play 
into gen­dered employ­ment out­comes: rel­a­tive to women in busi­ness, who face sub
stantial penalties to reduced hours and few reduced hour options, it is more common 
for women in phar­macy to work part-time and less com­mon for them to take time out 
of the labor force (Bertrand et al. 2010; Goldin and Katz 2016).

Occupational work hour inflex­i­bil­ity should pose par­tic­u­lar chal­lenges for women 
at the crit­i­cal junc­ture of par­ent­hood. The caregiving and house­work demands intro
duced by a new child are dis­pro­por­tion­ately borne by women (Baxter et al. 2008; 
Gjerdingen and Center 2005; Killewald and García-Manglano 2016; Sanchez and 
Thomson 1997; Yavorsky et al. 2015), even when employed full-time (Musick et al. 
2016; Raley et al. 2012). The increase in family responsibilities at the transition to 
par­ent­hood height­ens moth­ers’ work-fam­ily con­flict and con­trib­utes to their labor 
force withdrawals (Glass and Camarrig 1992; Glass and Riley 1998; Stone 2007). 
Gendered patterns of work at home and in the labor market continue to be shaped by 
cul­tural norms that tie father­hood pri­mar­ily to full-time employ­ment and moth­er­hood 
to time-inten­sive, child-cen­tered care­giv­ing (Blair-Loy 2003; Hays 1997; Jacobs and 
Gerson 2016; Ridgeway 2011; Townsend 2002). Such patterns leave mothers more 
time-constrained in man­ag­ing inflex­i­bil­ity on the job.

Work Hour Inflexibility

Relative to other advanced indus­tri­al­ized countries, the United States pro­vi­des lit­tle 
insti­tu­tional sup­port for miti­gat­ing work hour inflex­i­bil­ity (Collins 2019; Glass et al. 
2016; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Kalleberg 2011). Cross-national evi­dence shows that 
women’s employ­ment is higher in countries with more part-time work and pol­i­cies 
that sup­port flex­i­ble work time and pro­por­tional pay for reduced hours (Blau and Kahn 
2013; Pettit and Hook 2009). American women have lost ground to those in other 
OECD countries in terms of labor force par­tic­i­pa­tion rates, and nearly one-third of the 
rel­a­tive decline can be traced to a lack of work-fam­ily pol­i­cies, includ­ing part-time 
work enti­tle­ments, equal treat­ment for part-time work­ers, and paid paren­tal leave (Blau 
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and Kahn 2013). Many Euro­pean countries have also reduced their stan­dard full-time 
work­week to a more fam­ily-friendly range below 40 hours (Gornick and Meyers 2003), 
whereas work hour standards in the United States have remained comparatively stable. 
The typ­i­cal U.S. work­place con­tin­ues to abide by the ideal, always-avail­­able-worker 
norm, and this all­-or-noth­ing struc­ture does not align well with care­giv­ing respon­si
bilities (Acker 1990; Correll et al. 2014; Goldin 2014; Kelly et al. 2010; Moen and 
Roehling 2005; Williams 2000). The lack of flex­i­bil­ity in work and fam­ily domains 
gen­er­ates time con­straints that are dif­fi­cult to resolve (Clarkberg and Moen 2001; 
Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Reynolds and Johnson 2012; Stone 2007; Williams 2010).

Opportunities to reduce work hours below the 40-hour stan­dard may be espe­cially 
con­se­quen­tial for new moth­ers’ employ­ment. Although long hours (“overwork,” 
defined as work­ing 50+ hours per week) are an important dimension of work hour 
inflex­i­bil­ity (e.g., Cha 2013; Cha and Weeden 2014; Cortés and Pan 2019; Weeden 
et  al. 2016), the 40-hour full-time stan­dard is the crit­i­cal thresh­old for the modal 
working mother. Women in the United States work an average of about 40 hours 
per week but would pre­fer to work closer to 30 (Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Kalle-
berg 2011), and mismatches between ideal and actual hours increase at the transition 
to par­ent­hood (Reynolds and Johnson 2012). Workers’ stated ideal work hours map 
poorly onto a labor mar­ket that offers few options between the stan­dard 40-plus-hour 
work­week and part-time jobs of less than 20 hours per week, often with­out ben­e­fits 
(Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Stone’s qual­i­ta­tive account of 
opting out among professional mothers supports this notion: all of her subjects cited 
the inabil­ity to obtain “via­ble, mean­ing­ful, and val­ued alter­na­tives to full-time work” 
as a major rea­son for job-leav­ing (Stone 2007:101).

The eco­nomic costs of work hour reduc­tions fur­ther limit work hour flex­i­bil­ity in 
ways that bear on employ­ment deci­sions. In the con­text of ideal worker norms and 
a lack of insti­tu­tional sup­port for pro­por­tional pay and ben­e­fits for reduced work 
hours in the United States, shorter hours and more flex­i­ble employ­ment come with 
sig­nifi­cant wage pen­al­ties (Cha and Weeden 2014; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Mas 
and Pallais 2017; Weeden et al. 2016). The lower remu­ner­a­tion reduces the ben­e­fit 
of employment relative to dropping out of the labor force (Goldin 2014; Jacobs and 
Gerson 2004). It also discourages workers from considering reduced work hours. For 
exam­ple, in data from the 1992 National Study of the Changing Workforce and 1998 
General Social Survey, work­ers’ pref­er­ences for work hour reduc­tions were weaker 
when the economic costs of work hour reductions were made salient or when changes 
in pay were dis­pro­por­tional to earn­ings (Jacobs and Gerson 2004). The system of 
employer-pro­vided health insur­ance in the United States fur­ther con­trib­utes to the 
costs of reduced work hours for employers and employ­ees. As a fixed cost of employ
ment, health insur­ance is typ­i­cally tied to full-time hours, and the poten­tial loss of 
health insur­ance pres­ents a major hur­dle to drop­ping below full-time employ­ment 
status (Kalleberg 2011), especially for men and women not covered by a spouse.

Occupational Variation in Work Hour Inflexibility and Mothers’ Employment

Our approach focuses on the tran­si­tion to moth­er­hood and the con­straints on employ
ment imposed by work hour inflex­i­bil­ity at the occu­pa­tional level—in par­tic­u­lar, the 
prev­a­lence of the 40-plus-hour work­week and wage pre­mi­ums to lon­ger hours. A small 
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body of stud­ies has documented occu­pa­tional dif­fer­ences in moth­ers’ employ­ment, 
find­ing evi­dence con­sis­tent with greater flex­i­bil­ity in work hours among women in 
professional and managerial occupations. Landivar (2014) described variation across 
92 occu­pa­tions in moth­er­hood employ­ment pen­al­ties using cross-sec­tional data from 
the ACS. She found that mothers in managerial and professional occupations came 
closest to their counterparts without children in employment, but they also had the 
biggest gaps in work hours relative to women without children, suggesting that these 
occu­pa­tions offered more flex­i­bil­ity to scale back work hours in response to fam­ily 
circumstances. Damaske and Frech (2016) used group-based tra­jec­to­ries and panel 
data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) to chart wom-
en’s employ­ment expe­ri­ences across adult­hood based on socio­eco­nomic, work, and 
fam­ily char­ac­ter­is­tics at age 25. They found that women work­ing in pro­fes­sional occu
pa­tions at age 25 were more likely both to expe­ri­ence decreas­ing hours and to over
work relative to women in the service sector. Lu et al. (2017) used sequence analysis 
and SIPP panel data to chart women’s short-term employ­ment pat­terns in the year 
following childbirth. They showed that women in professional and managerial jobs 
were more likely to remain continuously employed following birth, whereas women 
in service, sales, and clerical jobs were more likely to drop out of work. In line with 
Landivar (2014), Lu and colleagues posited that these differences may be due to the 
rel­a­tive flex­i­bil­ity and auton­omy of white-col­lar jobs com­pared with blue-col­lar and 
service jobs, although they did not directly test mechanisms.

Recent stud­ies have fur­ther explored mech­a­nisms, exam­in­ing how par­tic­u­lar indi
ca­tors of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity at the occu­pa­tional level are asso­ci­ated with mother’s 
employment. Goldin (2014) showed that face-time require­ments within high-earning 
business, health, science, and technology occu­pa­tions were asso­ci­ated with dif­fer
ences in women’s wages. Using panel data from the SIPP, Cha (2013) focused on 
male-dom­i­nated occu­pa­tions as a proxy for norms of over­work, and she showed that 
mothers working 50 hours or more per week in these occupations were more likely 
to leave the labor force. Drawing from a cross section of 18 industrialized countries, 
Cortés and Pan (2017) also found that fewer ever-mar­ried women (their par­tial proxy 
for motherhood) worked in occupations with a high prevalence of overwork. Con-
versely, elite col­lege–edu­cated women in pre-birth work­places with a higher share of 
part-time work­ers were more likely to remain in the labor force 15 years after child
birth (Herr and Wolfram 2012). Qualitative accounts have documented the resistance 
that moth­ers face from employers in time-inten­sive pro­fes­sional and man­a­ge­rial 
occu­pa­tions when they request reduced hours (Blair-Loy 2003; Stone 2007; Webber 
and Williams 2008).

Wage premiums to longer hours at the occupation level are another indicator of 
work hour inflex­i­bil­ity asso­ci­ated with gen­dered labor mar­ket out­comes. Cross-
sectional data show that gender wage gaps are larger in occupations with higher wage 
premiums to longer work hours (Cha and Weeden 2014; Cortés and Pan 2019; Goldin 
2014), pre­sum­ably because care­giv­ing demands limit women’s abil­ity to work lon­ger 
hours in such occupations. Among women and men who remain in the labor force, 
occu­pa­tion-level changes in both the prev­a­lence of lon­ger hours and how lon­ger 
hours are rewarded have contributed to stalled progress toward gender wage equality 
(Cha and Weeden 2014). Longitudinal data provide evidence linking work hour wage 
pre­mi­ums to mater­nal employ­ment in Denmark. Dan­ish women work­ing in pre-birth 
occupations with higher wage returns to longer hours were more likely to shift out 
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of the pri­vate sec­tor and into the more fam­ily-friendly—and lower-pay­ing—pub­lic 
sec­tor fol­low­ing a birth (Pertold-Gebicka et al. 2016).

In sum, prior lit­er­a­ture has documented sig­nifi­cant occu­pa­tional var­i­a­tion in work 
hours and wage pre­mi­ums to lon­ger hours. Studies have fur­ther suggested that the struc
ture and com­pen­sa­tion of work hours at the occu­pa­tion level shape moth­ers’ work-related 
out­comes, although direct evi­dence is lim­ited, par­tic­u­larly around the tran­si­tion to par
ent­hood. Much of the prior work in this area has used cross-sec­tional data to look at 
broad occupational classes, often among nonrepresentative samples, college graduates, 
or high-wage work­ers. Our study extends this line of research. It is novel in using nation
ally rep­re­sen­ta­tive indi­vid­ual-level panel data merged with direct occu­pa­tion-level mea
sures of work hours and their com­pen­sa­tion to assess how new par­ents’ employ­ment is 
shaped by pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity. It is also unique in com­par­ing 
within-per­son employ­ment changes among moth­ers, fathers, and child­less women to 
dif­fer­en­ti­ate between gen­eral employ­ment pat­terns affect­ing all­ work­ers in an occu­pa
tion and workplace processes that distinctly disadvantage mothers.

Our Study

We exam­ine how the prev­a­lence of the 40-plus-hour work­week and wage returns to 
longer hours interact with the demands of new motherhood to constrain employment. 
Given gendered parenting norms and patterns of caregiving, we posit that occupational 
work hour inflex­i­bil­ity will reduce moth­ers’ employ­ment but not fathers’. We fur­ther 
hypoth­e­size that occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity will be incon­se­quen­tial for women with­out 
the inten­sive care­giv­ing demands of young chil­dren. To assess our hypoth­e­ses, we esti
mate the asso­ci­a­tion between pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and sub­se
quent employment among new mothers and new fathers, and we test the robustness of 
our find­ings with sam­ples of women who remain child­less and moth­ers before preg
nancy. We merge recent, nation­ally rep­re­sen­ta­tive indi­vid­ual-level panel data from the 
SIPP with occu­pa­tion-level mea­sures from the ACS. Individual-level panel data allow 
us to estab­lish tem­po­ral order­ing in the rela­tion­ship between pre-birth occu­pa­tional 
work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and post-birth employ­ment and to account for time-invari­ant 
fac­tors that may be asso­ci­ated with both occu­pa­tional choices and employ­ment—such 
as ori­en­ta­tion toward work and fam­ily—with indi­vid­ual fixed effects.

Our analytic strategy provides traction in rigorously evaluating our argument that 
occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity con­strains moth­ers’ employ­ment spe­cifi­cally. We 
estimate parallel models for men and women transitioning to parenthood to assess the 
inter­ac­tion of par­ent­hood, gen­der, and occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity in gen­er
at­ing work-fam­ily con­flict and, in turn, employ­ment exits. To fur­ther address the pos
sibility that occupational variation in gendered employment patterns for new parents 
is confounded by factors independent of parenthood, we conduct placebo regressions 
with women who remain childless throughout the SIPP panels, randomly assigning a 
“pla­cebo” birth to child­less women and assessing whether pre-pla­cebo birth occu­pa
tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity pre­dicts sub­se­quent employ­ment. Finally, for a sub­set of 
women who are observed at least three years before a first birth, we con­duct an addi
tional fal­si­fi­ca­tion test to exam­ine whether occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity mea­sured more 
than three years before a birth predicts employment in the year before a pregnancy.
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Our mod­els con­trol for a num­ber of indi­vid­ual- and occu­pa­tion-level fac­tors that 
could con­found the rela­tion­ship between pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i
bil­ity and post-birth employ­ment. At the indi­vid­ual level, these include per­son fixed 
effects; cal­en­dar year dummy var­i­ables; and time-vary­ing sociodemographic char­ac
teristics, such as age, school enrollment, income of other household members, region, 
and higher-­order births dur­ing the obser­va­tion period. Given that hus­bands’ long work 
hours increase the chances that women exit the labor force (Cha 2010; Shafer 2011; 
Stone 2007), we also adjust for com­bi­na­tions of part­ner­ship sta­tus and part­ners’ work
ing hours for both men and women (unpartnered, part­ner not employed, employed part-
time, employed full-time, and overworking). We control separately for marital status, 
which, in combination with the partnership and partner employment indicators in mul-
tivariable models, captures the distinction between married and cohabiting individuals. 
Because own work hours and wages may be endog­e­nous to employ­ment changes, we 
include these mea­sures only in sup­ple­men­tary mod­els. In our Results sec­tion, we report 
on the robust­ness of our find­ings to the inclu­sion of sev­eral time-invari­ant, con­ven­tional 
indi­vid­ual pre­dic­tors of mater­nal employ­ment (pre-birth edu­ca­tion, wages, work hours, 
job tenure, race and ethnicity, and age at birth) interacted with motherhood status.

At the occupation level, we include interactions between parental status and mean 
occupational wages, education, and share unemployed. Longer work hours and higher 
wage pre­mi­ums to lon­ger hours tend to be cor­re­lated with higher wages, more-
educated workers, and more job stability (Cha and Weeden 2014; Jacobs and Ger-
son 2004; Kalleberg 2011). Accounting for mean occupational wages interacted with 
moth­er­hood sta­tus, for exam­ple, allows us to esti­mate how the prev­a­lence of lon­ger 
hours and wage premiums to longer hours are associated with employment among 
new mothers, net of the average economic rewards of employment in a particular 
occupation, which should increase the economic incentive to continue working.

Data and Method

Individual-Level Panel Data and Samples

SIPP Panels

We track changes in employment around the transition to parenthood using data from 
the 2004 and 2008 SIPP panels. These panels are nationally representative and include 
rich, monthly information on family transitions, employment, occupation, and income 
of all household members based on interviews conducted every four months. The 
2004 panel follows respondents for up to 48 months, and the 2008 panel follows them 
for up to 64 months.

The SIPP panels have multiple advantages for our analysis. First, samples are large 
enough to iden­tify tran­si­tions to a first birth with suf­fi­cient sta­tis­ti­cal power to eval
uate our hypotheses. Second, the data present a relatively recent portrait of the U.S. 
pop­u­la­tion (2004–2013). Third, high-qual­ity monthly mea­sures of employ­ment and 
income for all adults in the household allow us to time employment changes relative 
to birth month and to account for poten­tially impor­tant con­found­ers of the rela­tion
ship between pre-birth occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity and post-birth employ­ment, such as 
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household economic need. Finally, the panel structure of the data and inclusion of men 
and child­less women pro­vide lever­age in net­ting out sta­ble char­ac­ter­is­tics of indi­vid
uals and testing the predictions of our theoretical model.

Samples

We restrict our main sample to women of childbearing age (18–45) who were childless 
when first observed in the SIPP (N = 29,183), added a newborn child to the household 
during the panel (N = 3,192), and were observed working in any of 24 months before 
first birth (N = 2,281). We fur­ther exclude women with miss­ing data on covariates, for a 
final sam­ple of 2,239 women. To track birth tran­si­tions and employ­ment changes over 
the panel, we con­vert this per­son-level file to a per­son-month file and fol­low women 
from approx­i­ma­tely one year before a first birth to up to three years fol­low­ing the birth. 
Because of var­i­a­tion in the tim­ing of birth tran­si­tions over the pan­els, we have an unbal
anced panel that varies in the num­ber of months women are observed pre- and post-birth. 
Women in our main sam­ple are observed for an aver­age of 35 months, and our final 
per­son-month sam­ple of women who tran­si­tion to moth­er­hood includes 77,912 records.

We follow analogous procedures for generating our comparison samples of fathers and 
childless women. Our sample of fathers includes 1,667 men (N = 54,281 per­son-months) 
who were observed both pre- and post-birth and who were work­ing dur­ing at least one 
pre-birth obser­va­tion. Because we do not have fer­til­ity his­to­ries for our sam­ple and code 
childbirth on the basis of household rosters, we cannot observe new parenthood for those 
who live apart from their children over the entire panel. Although this arrangement is rare 
among mothers, it is more common among fathers (Killewald 2013). All fathers in our 
sam­ple are thus mar­ried or cohabiting with the child’s mother at some point post-birth, 
but there are some unpartnered (noncoresidential) per­son-month obser­va­tions. Our com
parison sample of childless women includes 16,878 women (N = 439,312 per­son-month 
observations) who had no children at any point during the SIPP.

Individual-Level Measures

Transitions to First Birth

We construct a dichotomous indicator of parental status using information on household 
relationships and child age to identify the month in which a newborn child appeared in 
the household. In additional analyses, we create a set of dummy variables to assess years 
since the first birth. Although tran­si­tions to higher-order births are rel­a­tively uncom­mon 
given right-cen­sor­ing and a max­i­mum of 36 months of fol­low-up in our sam­ple, we 
include a time-vary­ing indi­ca­tor for the num­ber of addi­tional births beyond the first.

Employment

We construct a monthly employment indicator based on questions about whether the 
respon­dent held a job from an employer, a busi­ness, or another work arrange­ment dur
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ing the reference month. We prefer this measure to labor force participation (employed 
or seeking employment) because time not employed for whatever reason should be 
asso­ci­ated with occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and have sim­i­larly neg­a­tive con
se­quences for career tra­jec­to­ries and human cap­i­tal depre­ci­a­tion (Bertrand et al. 2010; 
Mincer and Ofek 1982). Because our inter­est is in whether new moth­ers are work­ing 
for pay (whether for an employer or in their own busi­ness), we also include the self- 
employed. We report on the sen­si­tiv­ity of our results to our mea­sure­ment of employ
ment sta­tus in the Results sec­tion.

Pre-Birth Occupation

The SIPP col­lected occu­pa­tion data at the three-digit level (N = 504 occupations) for 
every job the respon­dent worked over the panel. We select occu­pa­tions from the employ
ment obser­va­tion clos­est to 12 months before first birth, and we merge these occu­pa
tion codes to occupational work hour measures assessed in the ACS (see the upcoming 
discussion). We select the occupation measured closest to 12 months before birth in an 
effort to iden­tify occu­pa­tional char­ac­ter­is­tics that are rel­e­vant to post-birth employ­ment 
decisions without simultaneously capturing occupational changes in anticipation of a 
birth. Depending on when births occur relative to the start and end of the SIPP panel, 
non­par­tic­i­pa­tion in a given wave of the SIPP, and move­ments into and out of employ
ment across months, there is some variation in the timing of this measurement. Most 
obser­va­tions are taken from exactly 12 months before the birth (55%), 40% are from 
less than 12 months pre-birth, and the other 5% are from more than 12 months pre-birth. 
Just under one-quar­ter (24%) of women in our sam­ple changed occu­pa­tions between 24 
months pre-birth and the birth month. We test the sen­si­tiv­ity of our find­ings to mul­ti­ple 
alter­na­tive pre-birth ref­er­ence points for iden­ti­fy­ing pre-birth occu­pa­tions.

Individual-Level Controls

All mod­els include indi­vid­ual fixed effects, sin­gle cal­en­dar year dummy var­i­ables, 
logged income of other household members, age, whether currently enrolled in 
school, region (West, Midwest, Northeast, or South), com­bi­na­tions of part­ner­ship 
status and partner work hours, and marital status. Table 1 pres­ents descrip­tive sta­tis
tics on indi­vid­ual- and occu­pa­tion-level var­i­ables mea­sured at the first pre-birth work 
observation for our analytic sample of women and men who transition to parenthood 
during the SIPP panels.

Occupation-Level Data and Measures

We use data on work­ing-age (18–64) employed men and women from the pooled 
2004–2013 ACS to gen­er­ate occu­pa­tion-level char­ac­ter­is­tics. The ACS is a nation­ally 
rep­re­sen­ta­tive house­hold sur­vey that includes infor­ma­tion on demo­graphic char­ac
ter­is­tics, occu­pa­tions, work hours, and wages for large U.S. sam­ples. The large sam
ples of the ACS allow us to collapse information at the detailed occupation level and 
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gen­er­ate aggre­gated mea­sures of occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity. Our sam­ple 
for esti­mat­ing these occu­pa­tion-level mea­sures includes more than 12 mil­lion men 
and women (N = 12,057,661) working in 541 occupations.1 Estimating occupational 
characteristics from both male and female workers reduces measurement error due to 
small sam­ples in highly gen­der-seg­re­gated occu­pa­tions; we test the robust­ness of our 
results to occupational measures drawn only from male workers.

The ACS has several other advantages for our study. First, the ACS covers the 
same period as the SIPP data, which is important given changes over time in the 
prevalence of and wage premiums to working longer hours (Cha and Weeden 2014). 
Second, the ACS allows us to con­struct alter­na­tive mea­sures of work hour inflex­i­bil
ity to eval­u­ate the robust­ness of our find­ings. Finally, the data enable us to mea­sure 

1  Because the SIPP aggre­gates some occu­pa­tions, there are fewer SIPP occu­pa­tion codes (504) than ACS 
occupation codes (541). For aggregated occupations in the SIPP, we take the average of characteristics 
from more detailed occupations in the ACS.

Table 1  Descriptive sta­tis­tics for women’s and men’s first pre-birth work obser­va­tion

Women Men

Mean SD Mean SD

Pre-Birth Occupational Inflexibility
  Share 40+ weekly work hours .651 .203 .816 .143
  Weekly work hour wage premium .877 .124 .845 .146
Pre-Birth Occupational Controls
  Years of education 13.9 2.2 13.9 2.2
  Log hourly wage 2.84 0.52 2.96 0.41
  Share unemployed .057 .033 .058 .035
Individual and Household Characteristics
  Other monthly household income 4,354 4,312 2,929 2,762
  Age 26.5 5.8 31.8 8.0
  Currently enrolled in school .159 .082
Region
  West .216 .228
  Midwest .273 .286
  Northeast .168 .166
  South .343 .321
Partnership Status and Partner Employment
  Unpartnered .381 .174
  Partner not employed .027 .049
  Partner works part-time .035 .136
  Partner works full-time .401 .547
  Partner overworks .157 .095
Married .548 .728
N 2,239 1,667

Notes: The sam­ple is women and men who were work­ing before a first birth. Descriptive sta­tis­tics are 
unweighted.

Source: SIPP, 2004 and 2008 panels.
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key occu­pa­tion-level con­trol var­i­ables that may be cor­re­lated with both work hour 
inflex­i­bil­ity and employ­ment.

Work Hour Inflexibility

Our first indi­ca­tor of occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity is the prevalence of the 
40-plus-hour workweek, or the proportion of workers in a given occupation who 
work at least 40 hours per week. Our second indicator is the wage return to work
ing longer hours in an occupation. To measure returns to longer hours, we follow a 
regres­sion-based approach sim­i­lar to that of Cortés and Pan (2019) and Goldin (2014) 
and estimate the slope or elasticity of earnings with respect to weekly work hours in 
each occu­pa­tion (see the online appen­dix note). Higher val­ues indi­cate higher pre­mi
ums to longer hours and steeper penalties to reduced hours.

Occupation-Level Controls

We include inter­ac­tions between paren­tal sta­tus and other pre-birth occu­pa­tional char
ac­ter­is­tics that may con­found the rela­tion­ship between occu­pa­tional work hour inflex
ibility and employment, including mean log hourly wages, mean years of education, 
and the share of workers currently unemployed in the occupation.

Fixed-Effects Approach

We lever­age the SIPP’s monthly data on labor force par­tic­i­pa­tion and entry into par
ent­hood over the course of the panel to assess changes in employ­ment fol­low­ing first 
birth. Our main spec­i­fi­ca­tion includes women who have a first birth in the panel and 
relies on a dichotomous indicator that collapses monthly birth timing into the months 
before and after the tran­si­tion to par­ent­hood to iden­tify within-per­son changes 
(Kuziemko et  al. 2018). Because our inter­est is in how employ­ment is influ­enced 
by indi­ca­tors of women’s pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity, we include 
inter­ac­tions between our time-invari­ant pre-birth occu­pa­tional char­ac­ter­is­tics and our 
time-vary­ing paren­tal sta­tus indi­ca­tor. This approach allows us to esti­mate whether 
within-per­son employ­ment changes fol­low­ing the tran­si­tion to par­ent­hood depend on 
lev­els of pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity.

Our anal­y­sis takes the form of a lin­ear prob­a­bil­ity model with indi­vid­ual fixed 
effects and can be written as follows:

Workingit = α i +β1Parentit +β2OccShareFortyPlusi × Parentit
+β3OccHoursWagePremiumi × Parentit +βk

k =1

K
∑ X ikt

+β j
j=1

J
∑OccControlsij × Parentit + eit ,

where i indexes indi­vid­u­als, t indexes time in months rel­a­tive to the birth, and α i 
is an indi­vid­ual fixed effect. Parent is a time-vary­ing indi­ca­tor for the tran­si­tion to 
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parenthood, OccShareFortyPlus × Parent is an interaction between the prevalence 
of 40-plus-hour work­weeks in an indi­vid­ual’s pre-birth occu­pa­tion and their paren
tal status, and OccHoursWagePremium × Parent is an interaction between the wage 
return to lon­ger hours in an indi­vid­ual’s pre-birth occu­pa­tion and paren­tal sta­tus. The 
model includes a vec­tor of time-vary­ing indi­vid­ual-level con­trols and inter­ac­tions 
between paren­tal sta­tus and occu­pa­tion-level con­trols: mean log hourly wages, mean 
years of education, and the share of workers who are unemployed.

We pre­fer fixed-effect lin­ear prob­a­bil­ity mod­els (LPMs) over fixed-effect logit 
models in estimating employment changes following birth because LPMs allow us 
to pre­serve a larger sam­ple (max­i­miz­ing our sta­tis­ti­cal power). We pre­fer LPMs over 
ran­dom-effect logit mod­els because LPMs enable us to iso­late within-per­son changes 
in employ­ment based on pre-birth occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity. Interpreting inter­ac­tions 
and comparing estimates across LPM models is also more straightforward. We report 
later on the robust­ness of our find­ings to alter­na­tive model spec­i­fi­ca­tions.

We esti­mate sep­a­rate mod­els for our main sam­ple of women who tran­si­tion to a first 
birth, as well as our com­par­i­son sam­ples: men who tran­si­tion to a first birth, child­less 
women assigned a “placebo” birth, and mothers before pregnancy. To construct our 
pla­cebo birth sam­ple, we restrict our ana­ly­ses to women who are child­less at first obser
vation in the SIPP and who remain childless throughout the SIPP panel. We then assign 
a placebo birth in a random month for each woman and identify the work observation 
closest to 12 months before the placebo birth month. For our analysis of mothers before 
preg­nancy, we exam­ine whether occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity mea­sured at least 
three years before a birth affects employ­ment up to one year before birth. Because events 
that have not yet occurred or did not actu­ally occur can have no causal effects, these pla
cebo regressions provide important analytical leverage in testing our theoretical model.

Results

Occupational Work Hour Inflexibility

Our indi­ca­tors of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity dem­on­strate sub­stan­tial var­i­abil­ity across 
occupations. Panel a of Figure 1 shows that the prev­a­lence of the 40-plus-hour work
week is right-skewed, with a mean of 0.78 and a stan­dard devi­a­tion of 0.17. This indi
cates that in a typ­i­cal occu­pa­tion, 78% of employ­ees work 40 or more weekly work 
hours—and that 40 or more hours is the norm. Panel a also shows sig­nifi­cant var­i­a
tion across occu­pa­tions in the prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks. For exam­ple, 
whereas only 50% of childcare work­ers, 56% of reg­is­tered nurses, and 73% of phar
ma­cists work 40 or more hours per week, 90% of pub­lic rela­tions man­ag­ers, 92% of 
mar­ket­ing and sales man­ag­ers, and 96% of police offi­cers do so.

Panel b of Figure 1 shows that the esti­mated slope of the rela­tion­ship between lon
ger work hours and wages is approx­i­ma­tely normally dis­trib­uted, with a mean of 0.83 
and a standard deviation of 0.19 (values greater than 1 indicate that pay increases more 
than proportionally for a given change in weekly work hours, and values less than 1 
suggest a change that is less than proportional). Data show substantial variation across 
occupations in the returns to long hours. The estimated wage premium to longer hours 
for dentists is 0.53 (the 6th percentile), 0.61 for massage therapists (11th percentile), 
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Fig. 1  Occupational share working 40+ hours weekly and estimated occupational wage returns to weekly 
work hours. Source: 2004–2013 American Community Survey.
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and 0.75 for teacher assistants (31st percentile), and this rises to 0.94 for computer 
scientists and system analysts (73rd percentile), 1.03 for advertising and promotions 
man­ag­ers (90th per­cen­tile), and 1.04 for finan­cial man­ag­ers (91st per­cen­tile).

To evaluate what types of occupations and workplaces tend to have higher levels 
of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity, we exam­ine how the struc­ture and com­pen­sa­tion of work 
hours vary across major occu­pa­tional group­ings and by aver­age worker and job char
ac­ter­is­tics. The first panel of Table A1 (online appen­dix) shows that male-dom­i­nated 
occu­pa­tional groups—such as con­struc­tion, extrac­tion, and main­te­nance; pro­duc­tion, 
transportation, and mate­rial mov­ing occu­pa­tions; and mil­i­tary occu­pa­tions—tend to 
have a higher prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks but rel­a­tively low wage returns to 
lon­ger hours. Consistent with these pat­terns, we find that the occu­pa­tional share female 
is neg­a­tively cor­re­lated with the prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks but pos­i­tively 
correlated with the work hour wage premium. In addition, professional/managerial 
occu­pa­tions have a prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks close to the sam­ple mean 
and high wage returns to longer hours, whereas service occupations have both a lower 
prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks and lower wage returns to lon­ger hours. Sales 
and office occu­pa­tions have a rel­a­tively low prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks 
but the highest esti­mated wage returns to lon­ger hours. Additional occu­pa­tion-­level 
cor­re­lates of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity indi­cate that occu­pa­tions with more hourly 
work­ers and more self-employed work­ers have a lower prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour 
work­weeks, and occu­pa­tions with more union­ized work­ers and more self-employed 
workers have lower work hour wage premiums (see the second panel of Table A1, 
online appen­dix).

Employment Patterns Around the Transition to Parenthood

Figure 2 plots the share of women and men work­ing in the two years before a first birth 
and up to three years fol­low­ing the birth. A sig­nifi­cant share of women stops work
ing in antic­i­pa­tion of the birth and in the early months fol­low­ing the birth. By three 
years post-birth, women’s employ­ment has not returned to its pre-birth level. Because 
men’s employ­ment remains high pre-birth and shows no dis­con­ti­nu­ity post-birth, the 
gen­der employ­ment gap increases sig­nifi­cantly at the tran­si­tion to par­ent­hood.

Multivariable Regression Results

Multivariable regres­sion results assess how pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex
i­bil­ity is asso­ci­ated with post-birth employ­ment, net of indi­vid­ual fixed effects and 
individual and occupational controls. Table 2 shows a summary of key results from 
linear probability models of employment estimated separately for our main sample 
of women who transition to parenthood and our comparison samples; Table A2 in 
the online appen­dix shows our full model esti­ma­tes. Results are not sen­si­tive to our 
approach to selecting the pre-birth occu­pa­tion (see pan­els 1 and 2 of Figure A1, online 
appen­dix). For moth­ers (Table 2, column 1), results strongly support our hypothesis 
that pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity reduces post-birth employ­ment. 
The inter­ac­tion between moth­er­hood sta­tus and the share of work­ers in women’s 
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pre-birth occu­pa­tion that work 40 or more hours per week is large, neg­a­tive, and 
sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant. A 1 stan­dard devi­a­tion increase in the share of 40-plus-hour 
work­ers in an occu­pa­tion (0.17) is asso­ci­ated with a 3.1 per­cent­age point lower prob
a­bil­ity of moth­ers work­ing post-birth. The inter­ac­tion between moth­er­hood sta­tus and 
the occupational wage return to longer hours is also large, negative, and statistically 
sig­nifi­cant. A 1 stan­dard devi­a­tion increase in the wage pre­mium to an addi­tional 
hour of work in an occupation (0.19) is associated with a 2.7 percentage point lower 
prob­a­bil­ity of work­ing post-birth.

Results for fathers (Table 2, col­umn 2) are also con­sis­tent with our expec­ta­tion 
that pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity would be incon­se­quen­tial for their 
post-birth employ­ment. Interactions between father­hood sta­tus and pre-birth occu­pa
tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity are much smaller in mag­ni­tude, and nei­ther is sta­tis­ti
cally sig­nifi­cant. These ana­ly­ses pro­vide strong evi­dence that occu­pa­tional work hour 
inflex­i­bil­ity con­strains employ­ment for new moth­ers—but not for new fathers.

Figure 3 sum­ma­rizes dif­fer­ences between moth­ers’ and fathers’ post-birth employ
ment based on pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity, show­ing predicted 
prob­a­bil­i­ties of cur­rently work­ing. Before a birth, there is a rel­a­tively small gap in 
the probability of working for women and men who were working at some point in 
the two years before the birth. Because men’s employ­ment is not affected by either 
par­ent­hood or its inter­ac­tion with mea­sures of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity, their employ
ment remains high fol­low­ing a birth regard­less of their level of pre-birth occu­pa­tional 
inflex­i­bil­ity. Women’s post-birth employ­ment, how­ever, depends on pre-birth occu
pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity. Among women in flex­i­ble occu­pa­tions, which we operational-
ize as those that are 1 stan­dard devi­a­tion below the mean in the share of 40-plus-hour 
workers (0.61) and 1 standard deviation below the mean in the work hour wage 
pre­mium (0.63), an esti­mated 79.2% of women are work­ing post-birth. In con­trast, 
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Fig. 2  Proportion of women and men working before and after a first birth. Source: SIPP, 2004 and 2008 panels.
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Table 2  Regressions of paren­tal sta­tus and pre-birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity on employ­ment: 
Fixed-effects lin­ear prob­a­bil­ity mod­els

Mothers Fathers
Childless Women: 

Placebo
Mothers: 

Pre-Pregnancy

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Parent 0.001 0.043 −0.037 0.126
(0.10) (0.06) (0.03) (0.11)

Share 40+ Weekly Work Hours × Parent −0.180** −0.034 −0.029 −0.060
  (0.07) (0.05) (0.02) (0.09)
Weekly Work Hour Wage Premium × Parent −0.142** −0.007 −0.016 0.034
  (0.05) (0.02) (0.02) (0.07)
Number of Individuals 2,239 1,667 16,878 813
Person-Month Observations 77,912 54,281 439,312 18,968

Notes: Robust stan­dard errors are shown in paren­the­ses. All mod­els include indi­vid­ual fixed effects and 
control for parenthood status by occupational characteristics (mean years of education, mean log hourly 
wages, and mean unemployment), cal­en­dar year fixed effects, logged income of other house­hold mem
bers, age, school enrollment, region, partnership status and partner employment (unpartnered, partner not 
employed, part­ner works part-time, part­ner works full-time, and part­ner over­works), and mar­i­tal sta­tus. 
Models 1 and 2 also con­trol for higher-order births. Model 4 uses Years 3 and 4 pre-birth as the ref­er­ence 
period and Year 2 pre-birth as the pla­cebo indi­ca­tor of par­ent­hood.

Source: SIPP, 2004 and 2008 panels.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

among women in inflex­i­ble occu­pa­tions, which we define as those that are 1 stan­dard 
deviation above the mean in the share of those working 40+ hours per week (0.95) 
and 1 standard deviation above the mean in the work hour wage premium (1.02), only 
67.6% of women are work­ing post-birth.

Our analyses of childless women provide further support for the predictions of 
our the­o­ret­i­cal model, in par­tic­u­lar iso­lat­ing the effect of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity on 
moth­ers’ employ­ment rather than more gen­eral employ­ment declines asso­ci­ated with 
occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity that affect all­ women regard­less of fam­ily demands. Con-
sistent with our hypoth­e­ses, for child­less women with a pla­cebo birth, we find that 
inter­ac­tions between pre-pla­cebo birth occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and pla
cebo moth­er­hood are small in mag­ni­tude and not sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant (Table 2, 
column 3). Similarly, for the subset of women observed at least three years before a 
first birth, the same null find­ings hold (Table 2, column 4). Occupational work hour 
inflex­i­bil­ity three to four years before a first birth does not pre­dict women’s employ
ment in the year before pregnancy. Our approach provides critical analytic leverage 
in iso­lat­ing how work hour inflex­i­bil­ity at the occu­pa­tion level com­bines with the 
demands of moth­er­hood to shape women’s employ­ment tra­jec­to­ries.

Measurement of Occupational Work Hour Inflexibility

We empir­i­cally test var­i­ous occu­pa­tional work hour prev­a­lence thresh­olds and alter­na
tive mea­sures of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity. First, we con­sider the appro­pri­ate­ness of our 
40-plus-hour workweek thresh­old for assessing work hour inflex­i­bil­ity. We exam­ine 
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work hour prevalence thresholds at or below 20, 25, 30, and 35 hours, and at or above 
40, 45, 50, 55, and 60 hours. Figure 4 (see also panel 1 of Table A3, online appen­dix) 
shows that in occu­pa­tions with a high share work­ing less than 40 hours, post-birth 
employment is higher; in occupations with a high share working 40 hours or more, 
post-birth employ­ment is lower. For occu­pa­tions with a high share work­ing 45 hours 
or more, the asso­ci­a­tion with post-birth employ­ment is not sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant. 
We view this as an impor­tant and novel find­ing because it sug­gests that the rel­e­vant 
mar­gin for deci­sions around new moth­ers’ employ­ment—in a period of par­tic­u­larly 
intense care­giv­ing demands—is not cut­ting back from over­work to full-time hours 
but rather cut­ting back from full-time hours to some­thing less than 40 hours per week. 
Comparing measures based on different segments of the work hour distribution (the 
25th, 50th, and 75th per­cen­tile of work hours in an occu­pa­tion) leads to sim­i­lar con
clu­sions. We find that the bot­tom and mid­dle por­tion of the work hour dis­tri­bu­tion is 
more rel­e­vant to new moth­ers’ employ­ment than the top of the work hour dis­tri­bu­tion 
(Table A3, panel 2).

Second, we explore the pos­si­bil­ity that occu­pa­tions with more var­i­a­tion in weekly 
work hours would apply less normative pressure on individuals with respect to work 
hours. We consider variation in work hours as an indicator of occupational work 
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hour inflex­i­bil­ity, and we find a pos­i­tive but not sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant asso­ci­a­tion 
(p = .07) between the standard deviation of weekly work hours in an occupation and 
moth­ers’ employ­ment, net of aver­age weekly hours in an occu­pa­tion (Table A3, panel 
3). Adding the stan­dard devi­a­tion of weekly work hours to our final mod­els also did 
not change our esti­mated asso­ci­a­tions of the share of 40-plus-hour work­ers and wage 
pre­mi­ums to lon­ger hours with moth­ers’ employ­ment.

Third, we con­sider whether it is more appro­pri­ate to rely on only men’s work pat
terns to gen­er­ate our key occu­pa­tional mea­sures, based on the idea that men’s behav
ior may set the nor­ma­tive expec­ta­tions for all­ work­ers at the occu­pa­tional level. The 
fourth panel of Table A3 shows results of our main model but with occu­pa­tional mea
sures derived from the dis­tri­bu­tion of male work­ers only (vs. all­ work­ers). Results 
are con­sis­tent with our key find­ings, suggesting that the work hours of male work­ers 
in an occu­pa­tion are not uniquely impor­tant in shap­ing new moth­ers’ employ­ment.

Finally, fol­low­ing Cha’s (2013) research treating the per­cent­age male in an occu
pa­tion as an indi­ca­tor of work hour norms, we exam­ine the pos­si­bil­ity that occu­pa
tional gender composition confounds the relationship between our measures of work 
hour inflex­i­bil­ity and new moth­ers’ employ­ment. The fifth panel of Table A3 shows 
results of our main model but with the addi­tion of per­cent­age female at the occu­pa
tion level interacted with par­ent­hood. The inter­ac­tion of per­cent­age female by par­ent
hood is not sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant, and it does not change our key results. We find no 
evidence that the percentage female in an occupation shapes maternal employment, 
net of our more direct mea­sures of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity.
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Additional Robustness Checks

Accounting for Time Following Birth

We test the sensitivity of our results to our treatment of time since birth. We replace 
our dichot­o­mous paren­tal sta­tus mea­sure with indi­ca­tors for years 1, 2, and 3 fol­low
ing birth, which we inter­act with our mea­sures of occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity. 
Modeling asso­ci­a­tions between pre-birth occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity by years rel­a­tive 
to birth allows us to assess whether the effects fade, remain stable, or increase over 
time and provides leverage in evaluating whether the estimated effects are plausibly 
due to variation across occupations in access to parental leave that may be correlated 
with work hour flex­i­bil­ity.2 If occupational differences in access to parental leave are 
driv­ing the asso­ci­a­tions between work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and employ­ment, we would 
expect to see the effects dis­ap­pear after a few months and there­fore to observe an 
asso­ci­a­tion only between occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and employ­ment dur
ing the first year fol­low­ing a birth.

Consistent with analyses using our dichotomous measure of parental status, results 
in Table A4 (online appen­dix) show that the share work­ing 40 or more hours per 
week and the wage returns to lon­ger hours in women’s pre-birth occu­pa­tions are both 
negatively associated with employment in each year following the birth. Interactions 
between our indi­ca­tors of years post-birth and the share work­ing 40 or more hours 
weekly are sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant in Years 1 and 2 (joint sig­nifi­cance test for all­ three 
years: p = .06), as are inter­ac­tions between years post-birth and wage returns to lon
ger work hours in Years 2 and 3 (joint sig­nifi­cance test for all­ three years: p = .01). 
Moreover, given that the point estimates for both indicators of occupational work 
hour inflex­i­bil­ity are larger in Years 2 and 3 rel­a­tive to Year 1, these ana­ly­ses pro­vide 
no evi­dence that the effects of occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity fade over time or 
are driven by differences in access to parental leave.

Measuring and Modeling Employment

We exam­ine the robust­ness of our find­ings to var­i­ous approaches to mea­sur­ing and 
mod­el­ing employ­ment fol­low­ing birth (see results shown in Table A5, online appen
dix). In the first col­umn, we find that results from mod­els of labor force par­tic­i­pa
tion (employed or seeking work) are substantively identical to those based on our 
employment measure. In the second column, we demonstrate that results are robust to 
the exclu­sion of self-employed work­ers. In the third and fourth col­umns, we pres­ent 
results from mul­ti­no­mial logis­tic regres­sion mod­els with part-time employ­ment, full-
time employment, and not working as outcomes. These results are consistent with our 
employment and labor force participation outcomes. Finally, columns 4 and 5 show 
that find­ings are robust using both ran­dom and fixed-effects logit mod­els.

2  The SIPP employment measure captures whether an individual had a job but was absent from work for 
one or more weeks in a month for reasons other than a layoff, but it does not enable us to directly measure 
parental leave.
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Additional Potential Confounders

Finally, we esti­mate sup­ple­men­tal mod­els with sev­eral time-invari­ant, con­ven­tional 
individual predictors of maternal employment interacted with motherhood status. 
These pre-birth mea­sures include hourly wage, edu­ca­tional attain­ment, age at birth, 
race and eth­nic­ity, whether worked full-time, job ten­ure, and indi­ca­tors of part­ner­ship 
sta­tus and part­ner work hours. Although we pre­fer our more par­si­mo­ni­ous spec­i­fi­ca
tion, ana­ly­ses in Table A6 (online appen­dix) dem­on­strate the same strong and sta­tis
ti­cally sig­nifi­cant neg­a­tive asso­ci­a­tion between occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity 
and moth­ers’—but not fathers’—employ­ment.

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite the impor­tance of par­ent­hood-related work inter­rup­tions in account­ing for the 
gender wage gap and evidence of considerable occupational variation in work hour 
inflex­i­bil­ity, rel­a­tively lit­tle research has assessed how struc­tural fea­tures of the labor 
mar­ket impact moth­ers’ employ­ment. This study extends schol­ar­ship on gen­dered work 
and fam­ily pro­cesses by inte­grat­ing insights from stud­ies of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity at 
the individual level with research on the social organization and compensation of work 
hours at the occu­pa­tion level. Our inno­va­tive approach con­sid­ers moth­ers’ employ­ment 
deci­sions as embed­ded in occu­pa­tional con­texts that pro­vide vary­ing degrees of flex
ibility in managing the competing demands of motherhood and employment. Using 
indi­vid­ual-level panel data merged to char­ac­ter­is­tics of occu­pa­tions, we esti­mate the 
effect of two indi­ca­tors of occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity on new moth­ers’ employ
ment. We also run par­al­lel mod­els with the­o­ret­i­cally rel­e­vant com­par­i­son groups to iden
tify the con­di­tions under which occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity con­strains employ­ment. Our 
study is the first to use recent, nation­ally rep­re­sen­ta­tive data to esti­mate the gen­dered 
con­se­quences of occu­pa­tional inflex­i­bil­ity on new par­ents’ employ­ment deci­sions.

We the­o­rize that inten­sive care­giv­ing demands and the gen­dered cul­tural con­text of 
par­ent­hood inter­act with work hour inflex­i­bil­ity to con­strain new moth­ers’—but not 
new fathers’ or child­less women’s—employ­ment. Our find­ings pro­vide con­sis­tent sup
port for our hypoth­e­ses: women work­ing in pre-birth occu­pa­tions with a higher prev
a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks and a higher wage pre­mium to lon­ger work hours 
were sig­nifi­cantly less likely to be work­ing post-birth than women in occu­pa­tions in 
which 40-plus-hour work­weeks were less com­mon and work hour wage pre­mi­ums 
smaller. Comparisons with new fathers, placebo births among childless women, and 
pre-trends before preg­nancy among women who sub­se­quently had a first birth dem­on
strated that the effects of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity on employ­ment are lim­ited to moth
ers. Although media accounts often high­light moth­ers’ pref­er­ences as deter­mi­nants of 
decisions to opt out of employment (Kuperberg and Stone 2008), our results are more 
consistent with qualitative studies showing that many mothers are pushed out of the 
labor force by inflex­i­ble jobs that fail to pro­vide mean­ing­ful and eco­nom­i­cally via­ble 
reduced work hour options (Stone 2007). Our find­ings con­trib­ute to a grow­ing body of 
research on work hour inflex­i­bil­ity and gen­der inequal­ity in the labor mar­ket.

Our analysis nonetheless has important limitations. Despite the methodological 
strengths of our approach, cau­sal­ity is dif­fi­cult to estab­lish with­out ran­dom assign
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ment. Few stud­ies have used exper­i­men­tal designs to esti­mate the causal effects of 
work­place flex­i­bil­ity on worker out­comes (for excep­tions, see Kelly et al. 2014; Moen 
et al. 2016). Future research could fur­ther attempt to iso­late the causal effects of work
place inflex­i­bil­ity by implementing group-ran­dom­ized inter­ven­tions that allow work
ers to reduce their hours following a birth and eliminate wage penalties to reduced 
hours. Studies could also leverage policy changes in European countries that provide 
full-time work­ers with the right to shift to part-time hours and elim­i­nate wage pen­al
ties to reduced hour employment.

Although the period surrounding the tran­si­tion to par­ent­hood is par­tic­u­larly impor
tant for under­stand­ing gen­der inequal­ity in the labor mar­ket, a lim­i­ta­tion of our anal
y­sis derives from the rel­a­tively short win­dow of obser­va­tion in the SIPP. We find 
per­sis­tence in the esti­mated effects of work hour inflex­i­bil­ity through the third year 
post-birth, suggesting that remaining in the labor force may be chal­leng­ing in occu­pa
tions that have few oppor­tu­ni­ties for reduced hours and that dis­pro­por­tion­ately penal
ize shorter hours, or that shifting into more flex­i­ble occu­pa­tions is dif­fi­cult. Research 
focus­ing on highly edu­cated women shows that the con­se­quences of work­place inflex
ibility on employment persist over longer durations (Herr and Wolfram 2012; Stone 
2007). Further, we know that employ­ment breaks are asso­ci­ated with sig­nifi­cant long-
term wage pen­al­ties (Bertrand et al. 2010; Blau and Kahn 2017; England et al. 2016) 
and that employers dis­crim­i­nate against work­ers with care­giv­ing-related employ­ment 
gaps (Weisshaar 2018). Evidence thus points to bar­ri­ers to moth­ers’ labor mar­ket 
reen­try that may per­sist or even increase over time. The use of nation­ally rep­re­sen­ta
tive data to eval­u­ate the poten­tial long-term con­se­quences of occu­pa­tional work hour 
inflex­i­bil­ity is an impor­tant area for future research.

Scholars have the­o­rized that despite gen­der-egal­i­tar­ian ide­als for shar­ing par­ent
ing and paid work, work­place inflex­i­bil­ity and a lack of pol­icy sup­ports for com
bining work and family continue to push men and women toward more traditional 
patterns of gender specialization at work and at home (Gerson 2010; Pedulla and 
Thébaud 2015). Our find­ing that only women’s post-birth employ­ment is respon­sive 
to work hour inflex­i­bil­ity is broadly con­sis­tent with this per­spec­tive on the stalled 
gender revolution. It supports the notion that male breadwinner norms prescribing 
full-time employ­ment con­tinue to con­strain fathers’ options for com­bin­ing work and 
fam­ily. The cul­tural imper­a­tive for men to pro­vide finan­cially (Killewald 2016; Sayer 
et al. 2011; Townsend 2002), men’s lesser involve­ment in car­ing for chil­dren (Musick 
et al. 2016; Raley et al. 2012), and the lower social accept­abil­ity of part-time work for 
men (Pedulla 2016) presumably result in less demand for reduced work hours among 
fathers rel­a­tive to moth­ers. In this con­text, occu­pa­tional work hour inflex­i­bil­ity may 
have lit­tle bear­ing on fathers’ employ­ment deci­sions because men feel com­pelled to 
work lon­ger hours despite many expe­ri­enc­ing work-fam­ily con­flict and feel­ing they 
spend too little time with children (Parker and Wang 2013).

Our research provides further evidence that longer hours and greater rewards for 
working longer hours contribute to gender inequality in the labor market (Cha and 
Weeden 2014; Cortés and Pan 2019; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Because the occu
pa­tional prev­a­lence of 40-plus-hour work­weeks and the wage returns to lon­ger hours 
have gen­dered con­se­quences, work hour inflex­i­bil­ity increases the employ­ment gap 
between moth­ers and fathers. Work hour inflex­i­bil­ity may also con­trib­ute to occu
pational gender segregation, with women disproportionately leaving employment in 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/58/4/1249/934199/1249ishizuka.pdf by guest on 19 April 2024



1270 P. Ishizuka and K. Musick

occupations in which longer hours are more normative and longer work hours are 
more highly rewarded. Finally, work­place inflex­i­bil­ity may have impli­ca­tions for 
work-fam­ily con­flict and other aspects of indi­vid­ual well-being among those who 
remain employed but are unable to reduce their hours. Employed moth­ers expe­ri­ence 
a sig­nifi­cantly higher total work­load than employed fathers at the tran­si­tion to par­ent
hood (Yavorsky et al. 2015). They have maintained high levels of time with children 
by cut­ting back on time in lei­sure, sleep, and per­sonal care (Bianchi 2000).

Results from this study raise impor­tant ques­tions for future research on work-
fam­ily pol­icy, the orga­ni­za­tion of work, and poten­tial trade-offs between labor force 
participation and career attainment. Weak work hour regulations and labor market 
insti­tu­tions in the United States strongly limit work­ers’ abil­ity to reduce their hours 
(Berg et al. 2004; Kalleberg 2011; Lyness et al. 2012). In contrast, many European 
countries have adopted pol­i­cies to enhance work hour flex­i­bil­ity and facil­i­tate the 
com­bi­na­tion of work and fam­ily roles, such as the right to reduce hours to part-time 
and pro­por­tional pay for part-time work (Blau and Kahn 2013; Gornick and Meyers 
2003; Hegewisch and Gornick 2008). Whereas our find­ings sug­gest that such pol­i­cies 
could increase moth­ers’ employ­ment, prior stud­ies have shown that they can simul
ta­neously limit wages and place­ment in high-level posi­tions (Blau and Kahn 2013; 
Connolly and Gregory 2010; Glass 2004; Mandel and Semyonov 2005; Pettit and 
Hook 2009). For exam­ple, wage returns to expe­ri­ence are gen­er­ally lower in part-
time ver­sus full-time jobs (Connolly and Gregory 2010; England et al. 2016; Waldfo-
gel 1997). Goldin (2014) suggested that the reorganization of work could potentially 
limit these types of trade-offs, for exam­ple, by mak­ing work­ers more effec­tive sub­sti
tutes for one another and thus limiting wage penalties to reduced hours.

New par­ents are mak­ing deci­sions in a labor mar­ket and pol­icy con­text that pro
vi­des highly constrained choices. Yet stud­ies of spe­cific occu­pa­tions over time and in 
cross-national per­spec­tive dem­on­strate that work hour inflex­i­bil­ity is not inev­i­ta­ble or 
inherent to any particular type of work. Technological and organizational changes have 
increased work hour flex­i­bil­ity in phar­macy (Goldin 2014), and soft­ware engi­neers’ 
work hours are organized in fundamentally different ways in India, China, and Hun-
gary (Perlow 2001). All-or-noth­ing occu­pa­tions with few oppor­tu­ni­ties for reduced 
work hour sched­ules and steep pen­al­ties to reduced work hours limit moth­ers’ choices 
to quitting or working longer hours (Clarkberg and Moen 2001; Goldin 2014). The 
40-plus-hour work­week is typ­i­cal of most occu­pa­tions in the United States, and wage 
penalties for reduced hours are pervasive. Work thus continues to be organized primarily 
around “ideal worker” norms that assume a full-time worker unen­cum­bered by fam­ily 
responsibilities (Acker 1990; Blair-Loy 2003; Kelly et al. 2010; Williams 2000). This 
study pro­vi­des evi­dence that this model lim­its women’s employ­ment fol­low­ing par
ent­hood and sug­gests that mov­ing toward a dual-earner/dual-care­giver model is likely 
to require substantial changes in both gendered cultural norms of breadwinning and 
care­giv­ing and the reor­ga­ni­za­tion of work to sup­port tem­po­ral flex­i­bil­ity. ■
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