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In this article, we investigate how state-to-state differences in U.S. childcare costs and
gender norms are associated with maternal employment. Although an abundance of
research has examined factors that influence mothers’ employment, few studies explore the
interrelationship between maternal employment and culture, policy, and individual
resources across U.S. states. Using a representative sample of women in the 2017 American
Community Survey along with state-level measures of childcare costs and gender norms,
we examine the relationship between these state conditions and mothers’ probability of
employment. We pay careful attention to differences in mothers’ level of education. Our
results suggest that expensive childcare is associated with lower maternal employment,
particularly for those with less education. For the college educated, expensive childcare is
negatively associated with maternal employment in states with traditional gender norms
that uphold mothers as primary caregivers. Among mothers with lower levels of education,
gender norms have a limited association with employment. These findings suggest that
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highly educated mothers mobilize resources to remain in the labor force when paid work is
supported by local gender norms. For less-educated mothers, expensive childcare predicts
lower employment regardless of gender norms, indicating that structural constraints out-
weigh normative expectations among those with fewer resources.

Keywords: gender, mothers, employment, childcare; culture

wo-thirds of women with children work outside the home in the

United States (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021), but maternal
employment has stagnated in recent years (Women’s Bureau, U.S.
Department of Labor 2020). Mothers’ labor force participation rates con-
tinue to vary by U.S. state, regional context, and individual resources
(Ruppanner 2020). A wealth of research has explored the individual, cul-
tural, and structural factors that shape mothers’ employment (Blackburn,
Bloom, and Neumark 1993; C. Collins 2019; Damaske 2011; Dean,
Marsh, and Landry 2013; Jacobs and Gerson 2016; Landivar 2017).
Importantly, though, few studies evaluate the interrelationship among
these factors, a critical contribution because mothers’ employment is
influenced not just by culture, or policy, or individual resources but by the
interactions among them (Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann 2012; Padamsee
2009; Pfau-Effinger 2012).

We examine how women’s educational attainment (an individual-level
resource), gendered family norms (a cultural condition), and state-level
childcare costs (a structural constraint) are associated with maternal
employment across U.S. states. At the individual level, scholars invoke
theories of human capital and gender socialization to explain variation in
maternal employment levels (Blackburn, Bloom, and Neumark 1993;
Jacobs and Gerson 2016). At the structural level, workplace and market
constraints such as discrimination in access to quality work, pay, and pro-
motions; lack of workplace flexibility and benefits; and high out-of-pocket
childcare costs act as barriers to maternal employment (Damaske 2011;
Landivar 2017; Ruppanner, Moller, and Sayer 2019). But not all mothers
face the same barriers to paid work. Those with higher levels of educa-
tional attainment have more resources to mitigate these challenges and
maintain employment following childbirth (Hook and Paek 2020). Yet
gendered norms of intensive mothering (Hays 1996) and the ideal worker
(Acker 1990; Blair-Loy 2003) may exert a greater influence on college-
educated mothers’ decisions and options to remain employed (Stone 2007).

The cultural mandates implied in intensive mothering ideology encour-
age mothers to prioritize the welfare and development of their children
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over their own personal needs, desires, and job aspirations. Scholars have
documented the expectation that mothers “put their children’s needs first,
and invest much of their time, labor, emotion, intellect and money in their
children” (Hays 1996, 8). Even as support for women’s employment has
increased steadily, traditional cultural beliefs persist about mothers’ pri-
mary responsibility for childrearing (Dernberger and Pepin 2020;
Scarborough, Sin, and Risman 2019), leading U.S. working mothers to
report substantial guilt and work—family conflict (C. Collins 2020). In the
United States, cultural norms about the gendered division of household
labor vary across regions and states, meaning that mothers face different
normative pressures based on their place of residence (Charles, Guryan,
and Pan 2018; Ruppanner and Maume 2016; Scarborough and Sin 2020).

Complicating matters further is the rising cost of childcare, which has
major implications for maternal employment (Laughlin 2013). Cultural
norms of intensive mothering and resulting unequal caregiving responsi-
bilities create expectations that mothers need to earn enough to cover the
cost of care to remain employed. This contributes to greater reductions in
maternal employment (Landivar 2017), particularly when childcare is
expensive and absorbs a large share of mothers’ income (Chaudry et al.
2017). The costs of care and childcare provisions that reduce these costs,
such as subsidies or Head Start programs, vary dramatically in their avail-
ability across states (Chaudry et al. 2017; Ruppanner 2020). These differ-
ences are consequential (Landivar, Ruppanner, and Scarborough 2021).
Variation across states in childcare costs and access to childcare benefits,
as well as differing predominant gender norms, means that parents face
different realities in combining work and caregiving responsibilities based
on their state of residence.

In this study, we examine the interrelationship among individual-level
resources, normative contexts, and structural childcare constraints in
shaping maternal employment across the United States. We make three
contributions. First, although a great deal of research documents cross-
national differences in maternal employment, here we highlight state dif-
ferences in childcare costs and gendered parenting norms to illustrate
within-country variation in these contextual factors. Second, we attach
state-level characteristics to a large representative sample of women from
the 2017 American Community Survey (ACS) to test the association of
childcare costs, gender norms, and their interrelation with mothers’
employment. Third, we consider the role of individual resources in miti-
gating structural barriers to employment, examining these relationships by
mothers’ level of education.
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Our results show that expensive childcare is associated with lower
maternal employment, primarily among mothers with lower levels of edu-
cation. Less-educated mothers in states with expensive childcare are
nearly eight times less likely to be employed than those in states with
lower childcare costs. Among college-educated mothers, the negative
relationship between expensive childcare and employment is observed
only in states with traditional gender norms conveying expectations that
mothers should be primarily responsible for caregiving. When gender
norms support the equal participation of mothers and fathers in caregiv-
ing, college-educated mothers’ employment is unrelated to childcare
costs. These findings suggest that highly educated mothers mobilize
resources to remain in the labor force when paid work is supported by
local gender norms. For less-educated mothers, expensive childcare costs
predict lower employment regardless of gender norms, indicating that
structural constraints outweigh normative expectations among those with
few resources to overcome structural barriers.

LIFEWORLDS OF MATERNAL EMPLOYMENT: INDIVIDUAL,
CULTURAL, AND STRUCTURAL EXPLANATIONS

Mothers make employment and caregiving decisions within particular
environments that offer higher or lower support for combining work and
family responsibilities. C. Collins (2019) identifies these environments—
the constellation of barriers and opportunities arising from individual
resources, cultural expectations, and organizational and national
policies—as lifeworlds of motherhood. The interrelationship among indi-
vidual, cultural, and structural resources and constraints shapes when,
whether, and how much mothers work, as well as which mothers work.
Attending to these various dimensions of mothers’ lifeworlds is necessary
to understand maternal employment patterns across the United States—
not just what the patterns are, but how and why they differ by cultural and
political context. We expect that childcare costs (a structural constraint)
and gender norms (a cultural condition) will vary in their association with
maternal employment depending on mothers’ level of education (an indi-
vidual resource).

Childcare Costs as a Structural Constraint

The United States relies on a market-based approach to childcare, char-
acterized by minimal government intervention and financial provision
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FIGURE 1: State Variation in Childcare Costs

Note: Childcare costs are measured as the cost of full-time, center-based childcare for
infants as a percent of median family income for married couples in each state. Information
for this measure comes from the Child Care Aware State Factsheets averaged across
2013-2017.

only for families in the greatest need (Ruppanner 2020). As a result, child-
care costs vary widely across states (see Figure 1). Center-based infant
childcare absorbs 15 percent of married couples’ annual family income in
New York, for example, but only 7 percent in Louisiana. To be affordable,
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2015) indicates that
childcare costs should not exceed 7 percent of family income, but most
families who pay for childcare surpass this threshold. In fact, nine states
have average childcare costs that are more than double the recommended
share.

In the absence of a government-supported national childcare infrastruc-
ture, families turn to the market or extended family to provide care. That
childcare costs pose a major barrier to maternal employment is well estab-
lished in the literature (Blau and Tekin 2007; Chaudry et al. 2017). Yet
most research has focused on individual decision making or the impact of
federal provisions for families near or below the poverty threshold
(Connelly and Kimmel 2003; Tekin 2007). Considering state variation
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reveals that mothers face different constraints related to childcare costs
depending on where they live. States’ economic conditions and policies
influence the cost of center-based childcare through differing costs of liv-
ing, the supply and demand of childcare, and regulations guiding child-
care operations (Chaudry et al. 2017). In addition, state policies may
subsidize high childcare costs through investments in programs such as
state-funded pre-K (pre-kindergarten) (Friedman-Krauss et al. 2018) or
the expansion of federal programs such as Head Start (Scarborough et al.
2021). Yet the availability of these public options remains low and une-
venly distributed, meaning that market-based childcare costs are the most
salient structural aspect of state childcare contexts. From this research
question, we form our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Mothers will be less likely to be employed in states with
expensive childcare.

Gendered Parenting Norms and Cultural Context

Gender norms are shared standards regarding proper and improper
social conduct for women and men, including cultural expectations about
who can and should work for pay outside the home or care for children.
Gender norms provide both the cultural logics individuals use when mak-
ing decisions and the criteria used in evaluating other people’s behavior
(Correll et al. 2017). Importantly, gender norms are not individual-level
characteristics, although they are often reflected in individuals’ attitudes
that align with local culture. Instead, gender norms are features of specific
environments and vary across contexts (Pearse and Connell 2016). The
experience of residing in a place with a particular set of gender norms can
influence individuals to align their attitudes and behaviors with the cul-
tural environment (Scarborough and Sin 2020). This has implications for
parenting and employment, because norms conveying women as primar-
ily responsible for childcare have persisted in the form of intensive moth-
ering ideologies that emphasize “good mothering” as parent-provided and
time-intensive. These cultural expectations are often in contradiction to
women’s paid employment (Blair-Loy 2003; Hays 1996).

Intensive mothering norms in the United States are rooted in white
middle- or upper-class ideals of parenting (Dow 2019; Fox 2006).
Nonetheless, they constitute powerful normative standards against which
many mothers are held (Ishizuka 2019; Lamar, Forbes, and Capasso
2019). Gross and colleagues’ (2014) study of working-class Ohio moth-
ers, for example, uncovered the tremendous toll women experienced in
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FIGURE 2: State Variation in Gender Norms

Note: Gender norms were calculated with data from the General Social Survey, years 2000
through 2018, using the average response to three attitudinal items reported in Table 1.
Gender norm estimates are micro-adjusted for respondent gender, race, education, age,
and survey year. States with fewer than 50 respondents were recoded as missing. Further
details are reported in the section “Data and Variables.”

their efforts to maintain employment while adhering to social norms of
intensive mothering. Black mothers have challenged the construction of
work and family as conflicting roles, and given the legacy of slavery in
the United States, Black mothers have also been excluded from separate
sphere schemas (P. H. Collins 1994). At the same time, norms of intensive
motherhood have also been used to disparage Black mothers and justify
disinvestment in public services (P. H. Collins 2000; Ferguson 2003).
Therefore, it is possible that gender norms, while rooted in white middle-
class ideals, may nonetheless shape the employment outcomes of Black
mothers.

Expectations around mothers’ primary responsibility for childcare also
vary geographically (Charles, Guryan, and Pan 2018; Scarborough and
Sin 2020). Figure 2 illustrates that gender norms around who should care
for children vary across states. In states such as Utah, West Virginia, and
Arkansas, women are viewed as primary caregivers, whereas gender-
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equal parenting is supported in states such as Massachusetts, lowa, and
Nevada. This state variation in gender norms suggests that mothers may
face different normative pressures depending on where they live.
Considering the diversity of cultural contexts, we examine how state-level
gender norms predict the likelihood of mothers’ employment:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Mothers will be more likely to be employed in states with
stronger norms of gender egalitarianism.

The Interaction of State Structural and Cultural Conditions

Cross-national research highlights the interrelation of cultural norms
and policy conditions comparing European and/or OECD (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries (Boeckmann,
Misra, and Budig 2015; C. Collins 2019). Mothers are less likely to work
and report larger earnings penalties in countries where traditional gender
norms weaken the effectiveness of childcare and parental leave policy
(Boeckmann, Misra, and Budig 2015; Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann
2012; Kaufman 2020). By contrast, mothers in countries with more gener-
ous job-protected leaves and normative support for mothers’ employment
are more likely to work and earn more. In this regard, the intersection of
policies and norms play a critical role in structuring maternal employment
decisions. Here, we extend these theoretical insights to U.S. states.

In the United States, where there are no universal childcare provisions,
mothers navigate a different set of structural conditions than many
European nations with more robust family supports. Most mothers in the
United States rely on market options for childcare, which vary widely
from state to state (Figure 1). In addition to these structural conditions,
there is important heterogeneity within the United States in local gender
norms. Charles, Guryan, and Pan (2018) find major differences at the state
level, whereas Scarborough and Sin (2020) identified variation in gender
norms across commuting zones. Here, we focus on states because they
play an important role in childcare settings. State policies and economic
conditions influence the cost of childcare, which creates barriers to mater-
nal employment (Landivar, Ruppanner, and Scarborough 2021). In addi-
tion, state policies may mitigate rising childcare costs through investments
in state-funded pre-K (Friedman-Krauss et al. 2018) or the expansion of
federal programs such as Head Start (Scarborough et al. 2021).

State-level childcare costs and gender norms are imperfectly correlated
(r = .38), meaning that many places with similar childcare costs have dif-
ferent gender norms. For example, the average cost of center-based child-
care for infants is less than 9 percent of married couples’ annual family
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FIGURE 3: State Childcare Costs by Gender Norms

Note: Childcare costs are measured as the cost of full-time, center-based childcare for
infants as a percent of median family income for married couples in each state. Information
for this measure comes from the Child Care Aware State Factsheets averaged across
2013-2017. Gender norms calculated with data from the General Social Survey, years 2000
through 2018, using the average response to three attitudinal items reported in Table 1.
Gender norm estimates are adjusted for respondent gender, race, education, age, and
survey year. States with fewer than 50 respondents were recoded as missing.

income in Alabama and South Dakota, but in Alabama women are expected
to do the majority of childcare, whereas in South Dakota norms are more
egalitarian (Figure 3). Conversely, some states with similar gender norms
have different childcare costs. New Jersey and Massachusetts are both
states with egalitarian gender norms, but childcare costs are much higher
in Massachusetts. Lower childcare costs may predict higher maternal
employment rates only in states with more egalitarian gender norms.
Conversely, egalitarian gender norms may support maternal employment
but, to a lesser extent, in high-cost states where the structural barriers are
greater. Thus, we derive the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): The relationship of state childcare costs to mothers’ employ-
ment will depend on state gender norms.

Education-Based Differences in Maternal Employment

State characteristics provide a context for patterns of maternal employ-
ment, but individual-level attributes such as education and social class
influence the types of resources mothers have available when negotiating
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the competing demands of parenting and work. Damaske (2011, 6), for
example, finds that structural pressures are felt differently by working-
class and middle-class women: “middle-class women choose whether or
not to pursue a career, and working-class and minority women need to
work at a paid job.” Landivar’s (2017) study of occupational differences
in maternal employment shows that college-educated mothers have more
workplace resources to maintain full-time employment and protect their
career prospects. In part, this reflects education-based occupational sort-
ing, with college-educated mothers more likely to be employed in profes-
sional occupations with greater access to paid leave and flexible schedules.

As these studies indicate, college-educated mothers are better equipped
to tailor their employment because they have access to a wider range of
economic and workplace resources. As a result, it is possible that these
resources reduce highly educated mothers’ structural barriers, such as
high childcare costs, which may be more influential for less-educated
mothers without sufficient income to cover these expenses. Reduced
structural constraints, however, may lead to a greater influence of cultural
norms among college-educated women to the extent that middle-class ide-
als of intensive mothering are most pronounced for this group (Damaske
2011; Stone 2007). Faced with expensive childcare costs, traditional gen-
der norms may contribute to highly educated mothers’ decisions to leave
the labor force, even if they can feasibly afford childcare. Lower educated
mothers with fewer resources, on the contrary, may be less influenced by
cultural norms because greater financial pressures crowd out this possibil-
ity. Considering these dynamics, we explore whether the relationship
between state-level structural (childcare costs) and cultural (gender
norms) features and maternal employment varies by mothers’ educational
attainment (individual resource).!

Hypothesis 4 (H4): The relationship of state context to maternal employment
will vary by women’s level of education.

METHOD

To test our research questions on the interrelationships between indi-
vidual, structural, and cultural conditions and mothers’ employment, we
use both individual- and state-level data as well as analytical models suit-
able for the multilevel design of our research questions.



Ruppanner et al./ MATERNAL EMPLOYMENT 11

Data and Variables

Our individual-level data come from the 2017 ACS Public Use
Microdata Series (Ruggles et al. 2020). We restrict our sample to women
without children and mothers of preschool-age children (5 years or
younger) who are 25 through 50 years old. We omit those who are unem-
ployed but seeking work because it is difficult to assess the role of child-
care contexts for those who do not yet have a pressing need for it. We
measure employment dichotomously (employed/not-employed) in all
analyses. We also measure motherhood with a dichotomous variable indi-
cating whether respondents have at least one child age 5 years or younger
compared with those who have no children. Our results are consistent
when we measure motherhood with a categorical variable comparing
those without children with those who have one, two, or three or more
young children (see Online Appendix Figure Al).

We use two additional sources to measure focal state characteristics.
Childcare costs are measured as the cost of full-time, center-based child-
care for infants as a percent of median family income for married couples
in each state. Because childcare costs vary by age of the child, we use
average costs for infant care to standardize comparisons between states.?
Information for this measure comes from the Child Care Aware State
Factsheets averaged from 2013 through 2017 (Child Care Aware of
America 2013-2017).3

To measure state gender norms, we combined three attitudinal items
(a0 = .70) from the General Social Survey (GSS)* that are commonly used
as measures of norms toward women’s caregiving responsibilities (Cotter,
Hermsen, and Vanneman 2011; Scarborough, Sin, and Risman 2019).
These items are listed in Table 1.°> Because the GSS surveys about 1,000
to 2,000 respondents biennially, we pooled survey years from 2000
through 2018 to increase cell counts by state to produce reliable state-
level estimates (n = 14,413). Following common approaches used in
research on spatial variation in gender norms (Budig, Misra, and
Boeckmann 2012; Knight and Brinton 2017), we aggregated individual-
level survey responses to states. To adjust for potential differences
between states in respondent sociodemographic characteristics as well as
potential change over time in the pooled GSS data, we followed existing
methods (Scarborough and Sin 2020) and used a varying intercept (by
state) regression equation to obtain micro-adjusted state means for the
measure of gender norms, accounting for respondent gender (women,
men), race (white, Black, Hispanic, other), education (less than high
school, high school diploma, some college, college degree or more), age,
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TABLE 1: Items from General Social Survey Used to Calculate State
Gender Norms

Description Response options

Tell me if you agree or disagree with this statement:

1. It is much better for everyone Strongly agree, agree, disagree,
involved if the man is the achiever strongly disagree
outside the home and the woman
takes care of the home and family.

2. A working mother can establish just ~ Strongly agree, agree, disagree,
as warm and secure a relationship strongly disagree
with her children as a mother who
does not work.

3. A preschool child is likely to suffer if ~ Strongly agree, agree, disagree,
his or her mother works. strongly disagree

and survey year (measured categorically). In our resulting measure,
higher scores indicate more egalitarian gender norms, conveying the
belief that women and men should share equal family and work responsi-
bilities, net of differences across these sociodemographic controls. We
restricted our sample to states with at least 50 respondents represented in
the GSS data used here. We removed Kansas from our analysis because
this state was an outlier on our state-level measure of gender norms and
had a large influence on model results.® This resulted in a total inclusion
of 43 states.

After coding our focal state-level variables onto the individual-level
data from the ACS, our final sample includes 291,900 respondents across
43 states. To explore differences in outcomes by education level, we com-
pare women whose highest level of education is a high school diploma or
less (74,548 respondents) with those with a college degree or more
(133,383 respondents). We focus on these two levels of educational attain-
ment because they offer analytical advantages in comparing the relation-
ship of state childcare contexts to maternal employment between higher
versus lower educated mothers. Those with some college education are
included in the pooled sample but not analyzed independently. When
focusing specifically on this group, we found that trends generally fell
between high-school- and college-educated mothers.

In addition to our focal variables, we also use several individual- and
state-level control variables in our analytic models. At the individual
level, we include race (Black, Hispanic, Asian, other, white), education
(for pooled models using the full sample, measured categorically as less
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than high school or high school, some college, college degree or more),
marital status (married, separated/divorced, never married), age, age-
squared, foreign-born status, logged hourly earnings,” and logged spousal
income.®

At the state level, we included a series of controls, including casualiza-
tion (percent working full-time), industry composition (service to manu-
facturing employment ratio), unemployment rate, percent college
educated, population size (logged), racial composition (percent white),
and percent foreign-born. We also included controls for three variables
measuring the availability of public childcare programs: (1) the ratio of
3- and 4-year-olds in Head Start relative to the population of 3- and
4-year-olds in poverty, averaged from 2013 through 2017 (Kids Count
Data Center 2021)°%; (2) the share of eligible families receiving childcare
subsidies in 2016 from the federal Child Care and Development Block
Grant program (Ullrich, Schmit, and Cosse 2019)!%; and (3) access to
state-funded pre-K measured as the average percentage of 3- and 4-year-
olds enrolled in these programs from 2013 through 2017 (National
Institute for Early Education Research 2021).!!

Analytic Approach

We examine the probability of employment for mothers relative to non-
mothers, comparing those with a high school education or less with those
who have a college degree. Although logistic regression models are con-
ventionally used in predicting dichotomous outcomes such as employ-
ment, this practice presents challenges in studies using group comparisons.
Many scholars argue that log odds and odds ratios calculated from logistic
regression should not be used as coefficients for group comparisons
because their scaling is contingent on each group’s conditional distribu-
tion of the dependent variable (Long and Mustillo 2018). Alternative
methods have been proposed to account for these challenges that focus on
the marginal effects of predictors on the probability of the outcome, an
approach that standardizes group comparisons using a common probabil-
ity scale (Breen, Karlson, and Holm 2018). Here, we use linear probability
models (LPMs) because they offered the most efficient estimation strat-
egy for our large sample using multiple group comparisons.'? In our appli-
cation, coefficients are interpreted as the predicted difference in the
probability of employment, allowing for direct comparisons by mother-
hood status and education.

Our baseline LPM is described in Equation 1:
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Here, employment (y;) is modeled as a function of the conditional
average probability of employment (Yo), motherhood status (m;) , state
childcare costs (c;), state gender norms (g;), as well as individual-level
(R;) and state-level (S;) control variables. The coefficient for mother-
hood (B,) in these models represents the estimated difference between
mothers and non-mothers in the probability of employment, with a nega-
tive coefficient reflecting that mothers are less likely to be employed than
non-mothers. Equation 1 also includes a varying intercept and slope to
account for the hierarchical structure of our data with respondents clus-
tered within states that would otherwise violate the assumption of inde-
pendence between observations. Specifically, state-level residuals from
the intercept (U,;) are parsed from the individual-level error term (g;) to
effectively provide a separate intercept for each state. The model also
separates state-level residuals from the effect of motherhood on employ-
ment (U,;m;) to capture variability in the association of motherhood to
employment across states.

To examine whether the relationship of motherhood to employment
varies by state childcare costs and gender norms (testing H1 and H2), we
add an interaction term to Equation 1 [B,(m; xc,)+Bs(m;xg;)]. A three-
way interaction is then added to examine whether the effects of childcare
costs on mothers’ likelihood of employment depend on state-level norms
[Bs(m; xc; xg,)], testing H3. To examine differences by women’s level of
education (H4), we run separate models for respondents with a high
school education or less and those who are college educated. We divide
differences between each group’s coefficients by their joint standard
errors to generate test statistics and associated p values (Clogg, Petkova,
and Haritou 1995).

Our approach is not without limitations. First, our use of cross-sectional
data does not allow us to control for unobserved individual- or state-level
characteristics that may affect mothers’ employment. Studies examining
mothers’ labor force outcomes have often used panel data sets to account
for this form of unobserved heterogeneity. Unfortunately, panel studies
used for these purposes do not have large enough cell counts within states
and by education level to use in our current application. Thus, our use of
the ACS enables us to explore questions around state contexts that are
unanswerable with existing, individual-level panel data sets.!3> Applying
longitudinal data would allow us to identify whether mothers’ employ-
ment in states with expensive childcare increases once children enter
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school or whether the influence of state-level traditional gender norms
weakens as children age. A second limitation pertains to the GSS data
spanning multiple waves that are used to measure state gender norms.
Although we take several steps to mitigate against potential bias intro-
duced by pooling survey data across a wide time frame, it is still possible
that our measure of gender norms is influenced by the span of years and,
relatedly, by varying age groups represented across survey waves.
Unfortunately, the GSS sample size for a single year is too small to pro-
duce reliable state-level estimates, thus requiring us to pool multiple sur-
vey waves. Although a strength of our approach is the use of established
measures of gender norms in the GSS, it is possible that future research
using alternative measures with larger within-state samples in a single
year may expand and test our findings. Finally, we include a range of
state-level controls to ensure that our measures of childcare costs and
gender norms are robust to observed confounders. Nonetheless, additional
measures across states or deeper investigations at lower geographical lev-
els (e.g., cities, metropolitan areas, commuting districts) would strengthen
our contributions. All these limitations point to important areas for future
research.

RESULTS

Descriptives

Across states, an average of 38 percent of women in our sample had a
preschool-age child (Table 2). This varied only slightly by level of educa-
tion, with college-educated women being an average of 3 percentage points
less likely to have a young child than women with lower levels of education.
We observed larger educational differences in employment rates. Whereas
an overall average of three-fourths of women were employed, only 59 per-
cent of women with a high school diploma or less were employed compared
with 86 percent of those with a college degree. Women without children
were more likely to be employed than mothers regardless of education, but
the gap was largest among the college educated: College-educated women
without children were 15 percentage points more likely to be employed than
college-educated mothers. For women whose highest level of education is
a high school diploma, mothers are about 9 percentage points less likely to
be employed than women without children.

Maternal employment rates range considerably from a low of 55 per-
cent in Idaho to a high of 78 percent in South Dakota (see Online
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TABLE 2: State-Level Descriptives

LTHS or HS College
Overall educated educated
M SD M SD M SD

Women with preschool-aged  0.38 0.49 0.39 0.49 0.36 0.48
children by state
Women’s employment 0.76 0.43 0.59 0.49 0.86 0.35
Non-mothers 0.81 0.40 0.63 0.48 0.91 0.29
Mothers of preschool-aged 0.68 0.47 0.54 0.50 0.76 0.43
children
State-level childcare contexts
Proportion of income spent 11.7% 2.3
on childcare
Gender norms toward 0.0 1.00
childcare responsibilities
(standardized)

Note: LTHS = less than high school; HS = high school; SD = standard deviation.

Appendix Figure A2). Across all states but Wyoming, college-educated
mothers are more likely to work than mothers with a high school diploma
or less. College-educated mothers are most likely to be employed in
Vermont (90 percent) and least likely in Utah (58 percent), whereas less-
educated mothers are most likely to work in Wyoming (83 percent) and
least likely to work in New Mexico (44 percent). These differences sug-
gest significant state variation in maternal employment by level of educa-
tion.

Table 2 reports state childcare costs and gender norms. On average, the
cost of childcare across U.S. states is nearly 12 percent of married cou-
ples’ annual family income and ranges from a low of 7 percent in
Louisiana to a high of 16 percent in Oregon. Gender norms around
women’s responsibility for childcare also vary by state: States such as
West Virginia, Alabama, and Utah have more traditional norms, whereas
other states such as New Jersey, Massachusetts, and lowa have more
egalitarian norms. Due to confidentiality restrictions in the sensitive geo-
coded GSS data, we are unable to report specific estimates for states’
gender norms. General geographic variation in both norms and childcare
costs, however, is illustrated in Figures 1 and 2. Descriptive trends indi-
cate state variation in mothers’ employment, childcare costs, and gender
norms. These estimates also show important differences in employment
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rates between college-educated and less-educated mothers. To further
investigate the relationship between these variables, we now examine
predictors of mothers’ employment.

Predictors of Maternal Employment

Baseline Employment Patterns by Parental Status. Table 3 reports coef-
ficients for the marginal effects of motherhood and state contexts on
women’s probability of employment. The results were derived from three
sets of stepwise models (represented by Panels A, B, and C) conducted
independently for the full sample, the sample of women with a high
school or lower level of educational attainment, and the sample of college
graduates. The first set (Panel A in Table 3) establishes the baseline rela-
tionship of motherhood to employment conditional on individual- and
state-level control variables. The marginal effects indicate that, among all
women, mothers are 10.3 percentage points less likely to work than
women without children (p < .001). Consistent with the descriptives, the
negative relationship of motherhood on employment is larger among the
college educated, but significant and substantial across all levels of educa-
tion. Coefficients representing the relationship of motherhood to the prob-
ability of employment are illustrated in Online Appendix Figure A3.
College-educated mothers are more than 13 percentage points less likely
to work than college-educated women without children (p < .001),
whereas mothers with a high school diploma or less are 6.6 percentage
points less likely to be employed (p < .001).

Childcare Costs and Maternal Employment. The next set of models (Panel
B in Table 3) examines whether the probability of mothers’ employment
varies by state-level childcare costs and gender norms. Focusing on women
without children in the pooled sample, we find that childcare costs are
unrelated to employment, as expected. Turning to mothers, however, Table
3 reports that expensive childcare has a strong negative association with
employment (support for H1). For the full sample, the coefficient indicates
nearly a one-to-one relationship: A difference in childcare costs of 1 per-
centage point predicts a reduction in mothers’ probability of employment
by approximately 0.9 percentage points (p < .01). Comparing the marginal
effects of childcare costs for mothers and non-mothers (equivalent to the
coefficient for the interaction of motherhood and childcare costs) provides
an estimate of how these state characteristics influence the employment
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gap between these groups. As reported in Table 3, not only are mothers less
likely to be employed in states with expensive childcare, but the gap
between mothers and non-mothers is also larger in these states (p < .001;
see Online Appendix Figure A4).

The negative relationship between childcare costs and mothers’ employ-
ment is most pronounced for mothers with lower levels of education,
where the marginal effects of childcare costs increased by more than one-
fifth compared with the full sample. Among mothers with a high school
education, a difference of 1 percentage point in childcare costs as a share
of family income predicts a 1.1 percentage point reduction in the probabil-
ity of employment (p < .05). The motherhood employment penalty
among women with lower levels of educational attainment is predicted to
be more than 10 percentage points smaller and nonsignificant in states
with the least expensive childcare (8 percent of income) compared with
those where childcare costs reach 16 percent of family income (Online
Appendix Figure A4).

For the college-educated sample, Table 3 shows that childcare costs are
associated with increased probability of employment for women without
children (p < .05), likely reflecting the association between childcare costs
and favorable state economic conditions (see Landivar, Ruppanner, and
Scarborough 2021). For college-educated mothers, expensive childcare is
negatively related to the probability of employment (p < .05). Comparing
the association of childcare costs with employment between mothers and
non-mothers, we again find a significant relationship of childcare costs to
the motherhood employment gap (p < .05), such that states with more
expensive childcare have slightly larger differences in employment between
college-educated mothers and women without children. The marginal
change in the motherhood employment gap for the college educated is
about 6.6 percentage points between the least and most expensive states
(Online Appendix Figure A4-1).

Gender Norms and Mothers’ Employment. In addition to childcare costs,
Table 3 also shows the relationship between state-level gender norms and
women’s employment. In general, egalitarian gender norms are associated
with higher probabilities of employment across education level and for
both mothers and non-mothers (p < .05; support for H2). One exception is
that the relationship between gender norms and employment among col-
lege-educated mothers is nonsignificant. However, the coefficient is posi-
tive and larger than that observed for college-educated non-mothers.
Corresponding to the positive relationship of gender norms to employment



20 GENDER & SOCIETY/Month XXXX

across subsamples, we find that these state-level characteristics are not
significantly related to the motherhood employment gap. This is illustrated
in Online Appendix Figure A4-2, where the motherhood employment gap
is only slightly smaller in egalitarian states compared with traditional ones.
Collectively, these findings suggest that egalitarian gender norms improve
women’s probability of employment generally, but do not necessarily have
direct implications for mothers’ employment.

Interactions of Childcare Costs and Gender Norms on Mothers’
Employment. The last set of models (Panel C) in Table 3 reports mar-
ginal effects on employment for the intersection of childcare costs and
gender norms among both mothers and women without children. These
results were calculated with a three-way interaction term including
motherhood, childcare costs, and gender norms and provide insight on
whether the relationship of childcare costs to mothers’ employment var-
ies across state-level gender norms. Results from the full sample reveal
that the coefficient for the interaction of these state-level contexts is in
opposite directions between non-mothers and mothers but is significant
only for non-mothers (p < .001). Nonetheless, the difference between
these coefficients (equivalent to the coefficient for the three-way inter-
action) is significant (p < .001), indicating that the interaction of state
childcare costs and gender norms has implications for the motherhood
employment gap.

Figure 4A visualizes this interaction. Note that the plotted estimates
are restricted in Figure 4 relative to previous visualizations because there
were no states with very traditional gender norms where childcare costs
exceeded an average of 14 percent of married couples’ family income
and only one state (South Dakota) with very egalitarian norms and child-
care costs as low as 8.8 percent of family income. Figure 4A shows that
the negative relationship of childcare costs to the motherhood employ-
ment gap is most severe when occurring alongside traditional gender
norms (support for H3). In states with higher childcare costs where child-
care consumes 14 percent of family income, mothers are predicted to be
9.4 percentage points less likely to work than non-mothers in states with
egalitarian gender norms, and 17.2 percentage points less likely to work
than non-mothers in traditional environments. In other words, the nega-
tive effects of expensive childcare on the motherhood employment gap is
more than 7 percentage points worse in states with traditional gender
norms than in states with egalitarian norms. The relationship of gender
norms to employment weakens in medium-cost states, with a marginal
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Significance levels: *p < .05. *p < .01. **p < .001.

difference of about 3.7 percentage points between egalitarian and tradi-
tional environments, and it disappears in lower cost childcare contexts
where there is virtually no relationship between gender norms and moth-
ers’ employment.
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These relationships are most pronounced among the college educated
(p < .001) and nonsignificant for those with a high school diploma or
lower level of education (support for H4). As illustrated in Figure 4B, the
motherhood employment gap among the less educated varies by state-
level childcare costs but not by gender norms. In contrast, Figure 4C
illustrates that the interaction of childcare costs and gender norms has a
strong relationship on the employment gap between college-educated
mothers and non-mothers. For the highly educated, egalitarian gender
norms reduce the negative effects of expensive childcare for college-
educated mothers. In states where childcare costs an average of 14 percent
of family income, the maternal employment penalty associated with
expensive childcare is almost twice as large in traditional environments as
egalitarian ones.

The results reported in Table 3 and Figure 4 provide evidence that the
moderating effects of gender norms on the relationship of childcare costs
to mothers’ employment are constrained primarily to those with higher
levels of education, adding further theoretical nuance to the association of
structural contexts and cultural environments. Among those with greater
resources at their disposal (in this case, higher levels of education), gender
norms play a larger role in shaping mothers’ employment in environments
with high childcare costs. For those with fewer resources, these norms
play a much smaller role. Instead, the more influential state-level factor is
the structural constraint of childcare costs.

As a further sensitivity test, we examined whether the patterns illus-
trated in Figure 4 varied by mothers’ race and ethnicity. Our findings were
consistent for white, Black, and Latina mothers and are illustrated in
Online Appendix Figure AS. For all three groups, childcare costs are most
detrimental to maternal employment in contexts with traditional gender
norms. Importantly, the employment gap between mothers and non-moth-
ers was largest among white women and smaller among Black and Latina
women. Nonetheless, in high-cost traditional environments, mothers of all
racial/ethnic groups are predicted to be 10 to 20 percentage points less
likely to be employed than non-mothers.

CONCLUSION

Our results extend existing research showing that (1) mothers are less
likely to be employed than women without children, and that (2) childcare
expenses remain a major barrier to mothers’ employment. Analyzing these
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relationships at the state level, we find that the association between mater-
nal employment and childcare costs is strongest for women with lower
levels of education.

In a novel contribution, we unpack how gender norms at the state level
condition the relationship of childcare costs to mothers’ employment. We
show that college-educated mothers living in states with traditional gen-
der norms are less likely to be employed than college-educated mothers in
more egalitarian states when childcare costs are high. These mothers may
have a harder time justifying the cost of expensive childcare when prevail-
ing cultural expectations make the decision to remain employed unpopu-
lar. These relationships are evident only for our college-educated sample
and have no association for mothers with lower levels of education. That
traditional gender norms are more influential among college-educated
mothers is perhaps unsurprising because intensive mothering norms are
grounded in middle-class expectations of “good mothering” (Hays 1996).
Here, we show that these norms are more closely integrated into some
state cultures than others, with consequences for college-educated moth-
ers’ employment. In line with previous research (Ruppanner 2020), we
underscore that U.S. states vary in their prevailing cultural norms similar
to the ways that countries do, such as those in the European Union; thus,
treating the United States as a homogeneous or monolithic entity neglects
the institutional and cultural barriers to mothers’ employment. We also
extend a robust cross-national literature showing that the intersection of
resources, in this case childcare costs, and norms are critical for mothers’
employment outcomes (Boeckmann, Misra, and Budig 2015; Budig,
Misra, and Boeckmann 2012).

Our results show that college-educated mothers who face two institu-
tional barriers—expensive childcare and traditional gender norms—are
more likely to exit employment. By contrast, mothers in more egalitarian
states with expensive childcare maintain employment. These results indi-
cate a dynamic relationship between structural and cultural factors and
maternal employment. Structural barriers related to childcare costs play a
prominent role, particularly for those who have lower levels of education
and fewer resources at their disposal. Among the highly educated, greater
resources relate to increased employment only if supported by egalitarian
gender norms. Broadly, these findings suggest that reducing structural
barriers alone may not be enough to advance mothers’ employment.
Similar progress is needed in advancing egalitarian gender norms that
support the equal participation of mothers and fathers in paid work and
family life.
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Ultimately, our results are clear: Maternal employment suffers when
childcare is expensive and gender norms traditional. We find the structural
barrier of childcare costs is most impactful for less-educated mothers and
that college-educated mothers have lower rates of employment when
norms are traditional and childcare costs are high. As states look to
develop policies to integrate mothers into employment, our research
underscores the importance of structure and culture in shaping patterns of
maternal employment.
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NOTES

1. In addition to examining the interaction of state childcare costs and child-
care norms by mothers’ level of education, we follow existing literature that
shows these relationships vary by race. Research has shown that intensive moth-
ering norms are most acutely internalized by white mothers (Fox 2006). However,
our analyses did not support this claim, rather showed similar patterns across race
(Online Appendix Figure AS). This may reflect that we are examining norms as
contextual features of states that shape expectations directed toward women more
broadly, rather than internalized perspectives that influence individual-level deci-
sions. We therefore direct our theoretical and empirical approach to differences
by education.

2. Childcare costs for infants and 4-year-olds are highly correlated; thus, infant
care costs are a reliable indicator of childcare pricing differences across states.

3. Information on state childcare costs was missing for all states in 2016 and
for Nebraska, Rhode Island, and Texas in 2013. We calculated average childcare
costs from 2013 through 2017 excluding these missing cases. In supplementary
analyses, we imputed missing information by taking the mean of adjacent years.
Our findings remain consistent when using these imputed values.

4. These data come from the GSS (General Social Survey) Sensitive Data Sets
which provide geocoded information on respondents. GSS Sensitive Data Files
were obtained under special contractual arrangements designed to protect the
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anonymity of respondents. These data are not available from the authors. Persons
interested in obtaining GSS Sensitive Data Files should contact the GSS at
GSS@NORC.org.

5. Another variable from the GSS commonly used in studies of gender norms
and attitudes measures respondents’ support for women in politics (the FEPOL
variable, a survey question that asks about women’s suitability for politics). We
do not use this variable in our measure of gender norms because prior research
has shown it reflects a separate dimension of gender norms pertaining to leader-
ship (Scarborough and Sin 2020), and our focus is on norms about motherhood
and families. Furthermore, factor analysis revealed that the FEPOL variable did
not load well with the three selected items in Table 1. Based on both established
practices in the literature and our empirical factor analysis, we decided to omit
FEPOL from the measurement of gender norms and instead use the three items
measuring gender norms toward the family, which had higher levels of internal
reliability.

6. On the measure of gender norms, Kansas had an extreme value that was 1.5
times the interquartile range from the third quartile, thus qualifying it as an outlier
(Schwertman, Owens, and Adnan 2004). In addition, respondents from this state
had, on average, high levels of influence on model results, as measured with
Pregibon’s delta beta (Pregibon 1981), which was over four times larger than the
average among states included in the study, and leverage, which surpassed the
recommended cutoff of 2(k — 1)/n (Gordon 2012).

7. For those not employed, we predicted hourly earnings based on age, age-
squared, race, education, and state of residence. The resulting estimate provides
a measure of lost wages for respondents who are outside the labor force.

8. Those without a spouse had a value of zero on this variable.

9. We benchmark Head Start enrollment against the population of 3- and 4-year-
olds in poverty because these children are highly likely to qualify for Head Start.

10. The year 2016 was the most recent year available for information on the
share of eligible families receiving childcare subsidies.

11. As a further robustness check, we also included state-level controls for
managerial intensity (percentage of workers in management) and state median
wage, but these were highly correlated (» > .8) with the percent college edu-
cated. Their inclusion did not affect our substantive results and thus are
excluded.

12. All substantive findings are consistent when using logistic regression mod-
els to calculate log odds, odds ratios, or average marginal effects.

13. To account for the limitations of the American Community Survey (ACS)
related to unobserved confounders, our research design of comparing mothers to
non-mothers provides a counterfactual whereby each group would be similarly
affected by unobserved confounders, but only mothers’ employment should be
associated with childcare costs. This approach has been validated in other
research on mothers’ employment and childcare costs using cross-sectional data
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(Landivar, Ruppanner, and Scarborough 2021).
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