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I define “family” as ever having a first birth (adoptive children can easily be
added, but they do not change the results by much). Note that having a “family”
does not necessarily mean that the individual in question is currently married or
that the individual was ever married.

“Career” is amore difficult concept. The word comes from the French for “race-
course” and means a person’s progress through life. In common parlance, it means
a success that is not ephemeral but that exists over some period of time. To assess
“career,” one needs longitudinal data, and these are, luckily, available for both
cohorts 4 and 5 in two of the NLSs.

I define “career” as reaching an annual income (or hourly wage) level greater
than that achieved by a comparable college graduate man who was at the 25th per-
centile of the male annual income (or hourly wage) distribution. This accomplish-
ment, moreover, must exist for two or three years running when the woman in
question was in her late thirties or early forties. Thus, the definition of “career”
entails earning more than a college graduate man whose income is well below that
of the median man (but about equal to the median of the female earnings distribu-
tion) for several consecutive years.

Many of [the women in cohort 1] wrote and
spoke of their careers—as teachers, librarians,
social workers, and nurses, among other
professions—as higher callings.

To assess both career and family for cohort 4, I use the NLS of Young Women.
When the survey began in 1968, these women were fourteen to twenty-four years
old. That is, the women interviewed were born from 1944 to 1954 and were thirty-
four to forty-four years old in 1988, around the year when I assess career. I restrict
the sample to (white) college graduate women and employ four definitions of
career. Two use hourly earnings and two use annual earnings. The latter definition
of income will include more individuals, such as the self-employed and those who
did not list usual weekly hours. For each income measure, I require that the indi-
vidual earn at least the cutoff amount for either two years or three years. Because
the NLS Young Women skipped some years, these are not all consecutive.

The results given in Table 3 show, first of all, that about 29 percent of the group
did not have a first birth, consistent with the aggregate data, and that about 25 to 28
percent attained career. The numbers in boldface give the fraction that had both
family and career, which ranges from about 13 to 18 percent, depending on the def-
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TABLE 3

CAREER AND FAMILY FOR THE COLLEGE GRADUATE
WOMEN OF COHORT 4 (IN PERCENTAGES)

Family Family
Career Kids No Kids Kids No Kids
Hourly Wage: Three Years" Annual Income: Three Years”

No 55.3 16.7 58.9 15.8
Yes 14.0 14.0 12.9 12.4

Hourly Wage: Two Years® Annual Income: Two Years?
No 51.8 13.8 53.5 11.5
Yes 17.8 16.6 18.4 16.7

SOURCE: National Longitudinal Survey of Young Women (1968) (http://www.bls.gov/nls/
home.htm).

NOTE: The “hourly wage” columns use only observations that give annual earnings and usual
hours. The income measure uses annual earnings and includes the self-employed. “Kids” are bio-
logical and exclude adoptive children and stepchildren. The inclusion of adoptive children does
not change the results much. Some of these results differ slightly from those in Goldin (1997) and
correct minor errors in them. See text and Goldin (1997) for the definition of “career.” The num-
bers in boldface give the fraction that had both family and career.

a. Uses hourly wage measure for 1985, 1987, 1988 (N = 443).

b. Uses income measure for 1985, 1987, 1988 (N = 550).

c. Uses hourly wage measure for 1987, 1988 (N = 477).

d. Uses income measure for 1987, 1988 (N = 550).

inition of career used. Whether one judges this to be high or low will depend on a
reference group, and there is none in this survey. But there is one in a subsequent
survey.

Luckily, the NLS 1979 has followed both men and women who were fourteen to
twenty-one years old in 1979. These individuals, born from 1957 to 1964, are mem-
bers of cohort 5. T employ the same definitions of career and family, except that
career is now calculated with respect to the college graduate man at the 25th per-
centile in a later year. Also, the NLS 1979 was performed biennially, so the years
chosen could not be consecutive. Table 4 gives the results for the women, and
Table 5 gives them for the men.

The results for the women show, first of all, that the fraction with children rose
ever so slightly, consistent with the aggregate data. The real change is that the frac-
tion with careers rose to around 35 to 40 percent, up by about 10 percentage points
from the previous cohort. Thus, the fraction with both family and career (in bold-
face) increased to around 21 to 27 percent. Whether this is considered large or
small can be judged relative to the men in the sample.

The fraction of the men who claimed never to have fathered a child is a bit
higher than the fraction of the women who stated they never had a birth—from 30
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TABLE 4

CAREER AND FAMILY FOR THE COLLEGE GRADUATE
WOMEN OF COHORT 5 (IN PERCENTAGES)

Family Family
Career Kids No Kids Kids No Kids
Hourly Wage: Three Years® Annual Income: Three Years®

No 47.8 17.9 50.4 14.9
Yes 23.7 10.6 21.4 13.3

Hourly Wage: Two Years® Annual Income: Two Years®
No 449 154 48.9 13.6
Yes 26.7 13.0 22.9 14.6

SOURCE: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1979) (http://www.bls.gov/nls/home.htm).
NOTE: The “hourly wage” columns use only observations that give annual earnings and usual
hours. The income measure uses annual earnings and includes the self-employed. “Kids” are bio-
logical and exclude adoptive children and stepchildren. The inclusion of adoptive children does
not change the results much. See text and Goldin (1997) for the definition of “career.” The frac-
tion with both family and career is given in boldface.

a. Uses hourly wage measure for 1996, 1998, 2000 (N = 536).

b. Uses income measure for 1996, 1998, 2000 (N = 611).

c. Uses hourly wage measure for 1998, 2000 (N = 570).

d. Uses income measure for 1998, 2000 (N = 611).

to 34 percent. But the fraction of men that had a career was much higher than that
of women, ranging from 61 to 74 percent.’ In consequence, the fraction with
career and family for the male sample ranged from 45 to 55 percent or about dou-
ble that for the women. But even though men managed to achieve career and fam-
ily about two times as often as women, this is probably the lowest that figure has
been in U.S. history.

Why Did Change Occur?

What were the main factors that led college graduate women to take the long
and winding road to the fast track? The transitions occurred, by and large, because
constraints were loosened on women’s ability to work in fulfilling careers, first after
marriage and later after childbearing.

Some of these changes were rooted in the labor market—such as the growth of a
wide variety of white collar jobs (as was the case in the 1920s and again in the 1950s)
and the greater ability of women in various periods to hold certain professional
jobs. These changes were also rooted in schools—such as the increase in labor-
market-relevant college majors for women beginning in the 1970s and the related
increase in the enrollment of women in professional schools.
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TABLE 5

CAREER AND FAMILY FOR THE COLLEGE GRADUATE
MEN OF COHORT 5 (IN PERCENTAGES)

Family Family
Career Kids No Kids Kids No Kids
Hourly Wage: Three Years Annual Income: Three Years®

No 25.2 14.1 179 13.8
Yes 44.6 16.2 51.4 17.0

Hourly Wage: Two Years* Annual Income: Two Years®
No 177 12.5 14.3 11.3
Yes 48.0 21.8 55.0 19.4

SOURCE: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1979) (http://www.bls.gov/nls/home.htm).
NOTE: The “hourly wage” columns use only observations that give annual earnings and usual
hours. The income measure uses annual earnings and includes the self-employed. “Kids” are bio-
logical and exclude adoptive children and stepchildren. The inclusion of adoptive children does
not change the results much. See text and Goldin (1997) for the definition of “career.” The defini-
tion for men is the same as for women. The fraction with both family and career is given in
boldface.

a. Uses hourly wage measure for 1996, 1998, 2000 (N = 505).

b. Uses income measure for 1996, 1998, 2000 (N = 582).

c. Uses hourly wage measure for 1998, 2000 (N = 527).

d. Uses income measure for 1998, 2000 (N = 582).

But many of these changes occurred in the personal lives of college women. For
example, cohort 2 was able to be married and have a job, at least for a short while.
Cohort 4 achieved a later age at marriage and delay of childbirth because of better
contraceptive methods, such as “the pill,” that enabled them to control their fertil-
ity and thus plan for “career then family.”

Conclusion

I have described the path to the fast track that college graduate women have
taken starting with cohort 1, which graduated in the first two decades of the twenti-
eth century and had “family or career,” to the latest group, cohort 5, which has
achieved a modicum of success in combining career and family. Each generation
built on the successes and frustrations of the previous ones. Each stepped into a
society and alabor market with loosened constraints and shifting barriers. The road
was not only long, but it has also been winding. Some cohorts of college graduate
women gained “family,” whereas others gained “career.” Only recently has a sub-
stantial group been able to grasp both at the same time.
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Notes

1. Throughout this article, having no children and the term “childless” will mean having no biological chil-
dren. In the analysis of more recent cohorts, the fraction adopting can also be included, but it is small.

2. The data I use here are primarily for white college graduate women because the numbers of African
American college graduate women in the early years of this study are too small. I hope that a future project
will tap into the alumni records of historically black colleges to get a larger sample of black female college
graduates.

3. Historians often call this group the “second cohort” of female college graduates to distinguish it from
the “first cohort” that attended college just after the establishment of many of the fine women’s colleges in the
1870s and 1880s. The fraction of women in cohort 1 that graduated from women’s colleges was only about 20
percent, far lower than most presume. In 1897, it was 18 percent, and in 1924, it was 23 percent (these calcu-
lations use the data sources given in Goldin and Katz [1999, e.g., Table 1]).

4. The age at first marriage among college graduate women remained fairly constant from the cohort born
in 1930 to that born in 1950 (see Goldin and Katz 2002). The age at first marriage continued to rise after the
cohort born in 1957, although more slowly.

5. The more recent increase in college enrollments for women relative to men is reflected in the extrapo-
lations in Figure 1 for college graduation rates achieved by thirty-five years old.

6. It should be noted that nonmarriage means that the woman was never married by the age given.

7. The 1940 federal population census was the first to include information on educational attainment.

8. The other two educational groups are no college and no college but a high school graduate. The latter
group is given for the earlier years when college graduation was less common and high school graduation was
not yet the norm.

9. The income levels for the man at the 25th percentile come from the Current Population Survey (http://
www.bls.census.gov/cps/cpsmain.htm) and are a bit lower than those from the NLS. Thus, the fraction of
men with income exceeding this mark for two years can even exceed 75 percent. Since the same cutoffis used
for both men and women, this should not affect the comparisons for cohort 5.
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