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Chapter 2

Career and Family: College Women
Look to the Past

Claudia Goldin

Recent college graduate women express frustration rggarding the obstaclc.:s
they will facc in combining carcer and family. Tracing the demographic
and labor force experiences of four cohorts of college women across _the
past century allows us to observe the decisions cach made, the constraints
cach faced, and how the constraints loosened over time.' No coh'(n:t of col-
lege graduate women in the past had a high success rate in combining fam-
ily and carcer. Cohort I (graduating ¢. 1910) had a 50 percent rate of
childlessness, whereas cohort T (graduating ¢. 1955) had a high rate of
childbearing and an initially low labor force participatiqn, Coh(:rt v
(graduating ¢. 1972) provides the most immediate guide ff)r today’s col-
lege women and is close to the end of its fertility history. It is also a cohort
that can be studicd using the National Longitudinal Survey of Young
Women. In 1991, when the group was between ages 37 and 47, 28 percent
of the sample’s college graduate (white) women had yet to have a first
birth. The estimates for career vary from 24 ro 33 percent for all college
graduate women in the sample. Thus, only 13 to 17 percent of the group
achicved “family and career™ by the time they were about 40 years old.
Among those who attained career, 50 percent were Cllildl(?ss. (.Johort v
contains a small group of women who have combined family with career,
but for most the goal remains clusive.

ollege women today tell us they want both family and career. They

have succeeded in achieving parity in numbers with their male coun-
terparts, their educations are of about equal quality, and they are ]C()ntin‘u—
ing in professional and graduate schools more than ever before.” Yet f'ull
equality—in both the home and the marketplace—still seems an elusive
goal for them and they express a palpable frustration. ‘

I describe here the demographic and economic fates of prior cohorts of
college women. How did each combine family and career? Trade-offs of
substantial consequence were made by all past generations Of.C(')]ngC
women, compromises that the present generation appears unwﬂhpg to
make. Despite shifting trade-offs and changing gender inequality in
demographic and cconomic outcomes, cach generation of female col!cgc
graduates sct the stage for the next. To comprehend how we have arrived
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at the choices faced by the current generation, we must understand
change across the past hundred years.

FIVEE COHORTS: A SUMMARY

I consider five cohorts of college graduates, each about twenty years in
duration (see table 2.1). The differences among them and the progression
of trade-offs can be summarized in the following manner. In cohort —a
group graduating about 1910 and born around 1890-—college presented
a stark set of alternatives between family and career. For most of these
women it was one or the other, and when the selection was a career, it
almost always involved teaching. Although college men in this generation
married and had families at about the same rate as men without higher
education, college women in this generation were set apart from their
noncollege counterparts. More than 50 percent of college graduate
women in this cohort cither did not marry or, if they did so, did not have
children.” College women were a small proportion of the young popu-
lation, but college men were almost equally so. Although all college
students were drawn disproportionately from the upper echelons of
American wealth and standing, there is evidence that differences in the
demographic experiences between college women and their noncollege
counterparts were largely due to a “treatment effect” of college, rather
*That is, the college experience affected them.

than to selection bias.’

The second cohort—graduating about 1933 and born around
1910-—attained higher marriage rates than its predecessor cohort. But
the proportion of the relevant population attending college for four
years or more did not increase much. That is, the marriage and child-
bearing rate of this cohort increased from the previous one, but the
apparent selection into college did not change. Mary McCarthy’s auto-
biographical The Group, which concerns the lives of cight Vassar women
in the class of 1933, opens at the wedding of one in the group just six
weeks after her graduation. That would not have been the opening
scene for a novel about the previous cohort of college women. The
members of this second cohort not only marricd, but they also entered
the workplace just after graduation. They remained at work for several
years, frequently with aspirations, rarely fulfilled, of a full career. “They
were a different breed than those of the previous decade,” wrote
McCarthy of her group, “not one did not propose to work this coming
fall.” But family eventually intervened. I characterize cohort 1 as attain-
g “job then family” and view it as a bridge from I to 111. The full blos-
soming of the movement of college women into the American
mainstream came after the 1940s with cohort . I will not go into any
further detail on cohort I1.
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Table 2.1 Characterizations of Five Cohorts of College Graduate Women

Year Graduated Approximate
Cohort from College Birth Year Characterization
I 1900 to 1919 1878 to 1897 Family or career (attaining)
In 1920 to 1945 1898 to 1923 Job then family (attaining)
111 1946 to 1965 1924 to 1943 Family then job (attaining)
v 1966 to 1979 1944 to0 1957 Career then family (desiring)
A% 1980 to 1995 1958 to 1973 Career and family (desiring)

College offered the women in cohort ITl—graduating about 1955 and
born around 1933—the opportunity to have both family and paid
employment. But the two were to be serially scheduled. Family came first,
in terms of timing and priority, and then employment. The employment
of choice was, once again, teaching, for it allowed such serial timing with-
out a large penalty. Tt was a profession one could “fall back on,” because
teaching would always be in demand and teaching credentials generally
remained valid during job interruptions. But college also afforded the
women of this cohort the opportunity to marry a college-educated man.

One might ask of many of the women from cohort 111 whether the
direct (pecuniary) returns to college justified the tuition and opportunity
costs of their four years of higher education. The answer was that it gener-
ally did not, but that college allowed them to tap into the market for
college-educated men. Not only did women who attended college stand a
considerably higher chance of marrying a college-educated man, but they
also married the higher-income-generating man from among the college-
educated group as well as from among the high school-educated group.
As college became more accessible to the masses and as America became
swept away by the post-World War 1T revival of family, college women
married and had children at almost the same rates as their noncollege con-
temporaries. Despite all appearances to the contrary, however, the college
woman of the 1950s set the stage for the events of the 1970s and the
resurgence of feminisni.

The women of cohort [V—graduating about 1972 and born around
1950—arce the first for whom a considerable proportion have considered
the career path. They are currently between ages 38 and 51 and their
childbirth and marital histories are nearly complete. A portion of the
cohort—those who were between ages 14 and 24 in 1968—were sampled
in the first National Longitudinal Survey of Young Women (NLS-YW)
and are studied in detail below. I find that among those who attained the
B.A.degree, 29 percent had not vet had their fiest birth by 1991 when the
group was between ages 37 and 474 Although about 26 to 33 percent
were on a “carcer track,” using a gencrous definition concerning their
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carnings in the late 1980s, only 13 t0 17 percent had achieved “family and
career” by that time.

College appears to be offering the women in cohort V—graduating in
1980 or later and born in 1958 or later—the opportunity for true equality
with their male counterparts. College women today reject the choice of
“family or career,” the options of cohort I, and “family then job.” that of
cohort I11. And they are uncomfortable with the choice of “career then
family,” that of many in cohort IV who just preceded them. They are
unwilling to schedule events serially and thereby risk forfeiting one of
them. Many of the doors that were closed to previous generations of col-
lege women are now open. Yet many of the female graduates of the past
decade appear nervous, even frustrated.’

COLLEGE ATTENDANCE AND GRADUATION DATA
FOR MEN AND WOMEN

Before exploring the basis for the characterizations just offered, it is instruc-
tive to examine the percentages of males and females who attended and
graduated from college across this century. The fewer who attended col-
lege, the more they could be a highly self-selected sample from among the
entire population. Because I would like to isolate the “treatment effect” of
college, it is imperative to understand the process of selection into college.

Prior to 1940, the proportions of men and women who attended col-
lege were low, but the pereentages were remarkably similar by sex.6
Among those born around 1890 (from 1886 to 1895), for cxample, 9.5
percent of the men attended college for at least one year whereas 8.9
percent of the women did. Attendance figures are only slightly higher
for cohorts born around 1900 (1895 t0 1900); see figure 2.1 and appen-
dix table 2.1).” Graduation rates are somewhat further apart, when the
definition of graduating college is attending for four years or more (see
figure 2.2 and appendix table 2.1).% Of the cohort born around 1890,
5.0 percent of men graduated college whereas 3.4 percent of women
did. Attendance rates were far higher for women relative to their gradu-
ation rates, but only in part because two-year colleges are included in the
data.® Until recently far fewer women than men who attended college
actually graduated. By the cohort born in 1905, even graduation rates
had narrowed between the sexes; the ratio of graduating males to
females was 1.24. The trend, however, was not to continue.

The two lines in figures 2.1 and 2.2 diverge with cohorts born around
1910, and they remain apart until the recent period. Some of the men in
the cohorts born around 1920 delayed their college education during
World War 1I; many others would not have received a college education
were it not for the war. The GI Bill of Rights provided the first large dose
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Figure 2.1  Percentage of White Males and Females Attending College,
by Birth Cohort
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Sourees: US. Burcau of the Census, series P-20, “Educational Attainment in the United
States™ (various vears). See appendix table 2.1.

Notes: Invirtually all cascs only the responses ofindividuals aged 45-54 or 55-64 were used.
For cohorts born since 1945 projections were made to 1995 or 1997 on the basis of changes
for the preceding cohort that was aged 35-39 (30-34)in 1977 and 45-49 (40-44)in 1987.

of federal subsidization of college tuition and enticed a proportion of men
in their 20s and early 30s to return to school.

Large differences between men and women in college graduation rates
persisted until the cohorts born in the 1950s. The ratio of male to female
graduates increased to 1.79 for the cohort born around 1930. It declined
to 1.62 in the next ten years, but was still far higher than it had been ear-
licrin the century. Attendance rates differed less than graduation rates, in
part because men, whose tuition was subsidized after World War II, com-
pleted college at higher rates than women. Also, women attended two-
year schools in somewhat greater numbers. The gap in both graduation
and attendance eventually disappears. In 1980 more women than men
were receiving BLAs.

To summarize, cohort I attended college when few men and women
went to college but when they attended in roughly similar shares to their
populations. Cohort 111 attended college when the ratio of males to
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females in attendance was greater than at any time in the past hundred
years. Finally, cohort V is attending college in an era of the greatest gen-
der equality in both attendance and graduation rates.

FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING CHANGE IN
FAMILY AND CAREER DECISIONS

I have constructed a simple framework to demonstrate how the con-
straints facing college women changed across the past century. Changing
constraints, more so than changing tastes, 1 believe, served to alter the
decisions of college women with regard to family and carecr.

The framework contains three periods, each of which should be
thought ofas seven to ten years in length. All periods occur after a woman
achieves her highest grade or degree (a B.A., or higher degree, in the case
of college women). In each period a woman’s time endowment {T)canbe
spent employed full time (¢), with tamily full time ( f), or involved in some
combination of the two, each part time.' Utility is a function of T/, time
spent with family, and income, T

U=U(T"T).

For college women, cach period at full-time work can be vsed to earn at
least

Ti=wT.

Ifa college woman works fill time for two consecutive periods she obtains a
return to job expericnce (#), and she obtains an additional return (7) if she
works full time for three periods. Lifetime carnings (in the case of no dis-
counting) are simply

Y Sw <XT+w xT(147)+w x T(1+7).

A “career” is defined as working full time for at least two consecutive peri-
ods, thus accruing returns to job experience.!! Women who do not grad-
uate from college earn, at most, each period

Y =w!T, where w' >,

No return to job experience accrues to non—college-graduate women,
and therefore a woman who does not graduate from college cannot have
a “career.” “Family” is defined as having at least one child. Fach child
requires a minimum fraction (k) of a time period that must be spent with
family. Women cannot engage in “family time” unless they have children.
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Figure 2.2 Percentage of White Males and Females Graduating from
College, by Birth Cohort
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Sonrces: U.S. Burcau of the Census, series P-20, “Educational Attainment in the United
States” (various years). See appendix table 2.1.

Notes: In virtually all cases only the responses of individuals aged 45-54 to 55-64 were
used. For cohorts born since 1945 projections were made to 1995 or 1997 on the basis of
changes for the preceding cohort that was aged 35-39 (30-34) in 1977 and 45-49
(40-44)in 1987.

I consider a woman’s lifetime budget constraint (without possible hus-
band’s income).!? Figure 2.3, pancl A, depicts this constraint under the
simple assumptions just made. The horizontal axis is time, of which there
are three periods, of length T, which can be spent with family or in the
labor force. Family time increases when moving from left to right; labor
time increases in the opposite direction. Labor time earns at a wage, which
depends on education and labor market experience, and the vertical axis
shows income carned.

The points on and within the budget constraint contain every possible
value of the lifetime allocation of a college woman’s time. Beginning with
the right-most point, (£, £, ) represents spending all periods full time with
family and carning no income. Moving to the left, a woman can trade off
any portion of this time to work in the market at wage rate »*. The point
(f, £, €) gives w* X Tincome and 2T'in family time. Moving farther to the
left shows that when a woman works for two consecutive periods she
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Figure 2.3 A Framework for Understanding Family and Career Choice

Panel A: Three-Period Budget Constraint
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Panel B: Career and Family Choice
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