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Abstract This study describes how the career and family choices of female graduates of the
Claremont Colleges within 15 years of undergraduate graduation (unless otherwise speci-
fied) have changed across the graduation years of 1960 to 1994. Specifically, I show that
female graduates of the Claremont Colleges have clearly shifted away from having their
family first (i.e., having at least one biological child) and a job second (i.e., having a job after
15 years of receiving their undergraduate degree but having very weak labor force attach-
ment prior to that) toward simultaneously having both a career (i.e., very strong labor force
attachment) and a family for those that graduated after 1979. Finally, I find that the primary
mechanisms that allowed for the observed shift toward “career and family” for those that
graduated post-1979 appear to be increased access to paid parental leave and childcare.

Keywords Family choices . Career choices . Opting-out . Liberal arts college

Introduction

Are women who have graduated from elite institutions of higher education wasting their
human capital investments: that is, education? This is what recent media accounts
suggest. Specifically, Belkin (2003) posited that highly educated women (particularly
those from elite institutions), relative to their less-educated counterparts, are opting-out
of the labor force to care for their family at higher rates today than in earlier time periods.
Many other media reports followed (see, e.g., Story 2005; Trunk 2005; Wallis 2004).

Understanding the career and family choices of women who have graduated from
elite institutions of higher education is particularly pertinent given the increased
importance of highly educated women in the skilled workforce. Although a number
of studies have examined the career and family choices (including the opt-out

Demography (2015) 52:1089–1120
DOI 10.1007/s13524-015-0408-z

* Heather Antecol
hantecol@cmc.edu

1 Robert Day School of Economics and Finance, Claremont McKenna College, 500 E. 9th Street,
Claremont, CA 91711, USA

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s13524-015-0408-z&domain=pdf


phenomenon) among college graduates from elite colleges and universities (see, e.g.,
Bertrand et al. 2010; Goldin 2006; Goldin and Katz 2008; Herr and Wolfram 2012;
Hersch 2013),1 the career and family choices among college graduates exclusively from
elite liberal arts colleges have received little attention.2

Several reasons explain why a focus on the career and family choices of female graduates
of elite liberal art colleges is valuable. In particular, although graduates of liberal arts colleges
account for only a small share of college graduates, they represent a disproportionate share of
leaders in all professions, including business, medicine, public service, science, education,
and the arts (Janeksela 2012). This disparity might be due to a difference in preferences,
which could arise from selection (i.e., the type of people who choose to attend a liberal arts
school have distinct preferences) or from the experience of a liberal arts education (i.e., a
liberal arts education generates specific tastes).3 Alternatively, this could be driven by
treatment (i.e., liberal arts education might prepare students differently than other types of
institutions of higher education, such as highly selective research universities).4 I argue that
irrespective of why graduates of liberal arts colleges end up doing relatively better in the
world, the fact that they do makes it important to study their career and family outcomes.

Perhaps of greater importance, by tending to focus on the broad experiences of a
limited number of cohorts, the existing literature provides an incomplete picture of the
timing of employment around the timing of children. Moreover, the existing literature has
limited information on the potential work–family management mechanisms (such as
parental leave, work responsibilities pre- and post-birth, and childcare) that may help
one ascertain why the work–family choices differ across graduation cohorts. Using a
unique data set from an elite set of liberal arts colleges located in Southern California—
namely, the Claremont Colleges which includes Claremont McKenna College, Harvey
Mudd College, Pitzer College, Pomona College, and Scripps College5—this article seeks

1 A number of studies have examined the opt-out revolution among college graduates in general. See, for
example, Antecol (2011), Boushey (2005, 2008), Cohany and Sok (2007), Fortin (2013), Goldin (2006),
Percheski (2008), and Vere (2007). Several studies have also sought to understand why highly educated
women are exiting the labor market and what the associated costs of exiting may be (see, e.g., Hewlett 2007;
Hewlett et al. 2005; Stone 2008; Stone and Lovejoy 2004; Williams et al. 2006); these studies tend to be more
qualitative in nature. Finally, several studies have examined the fertility side of opting-out (see, e.g., Percheski
2008; Shang and Weinberg 2013; Vere 2007).
2 Although Goldin (2006) did include several liberal arts colleges in her analysis of the career and family
choices of female graduates from one graduation cohort (i.e., the entering class of 1976), these liberal arts
colleges are looked at in conjunction with other highly selective universities (i.e., the sample is pooled across
all 34 highly selective colleges and universities). Moe and Shandy (2010) examined the career and family
choices of 857 alumnae who graduated between the years of 1970 and 2006 from a liberal arts college; the
authors argued, however, that their sample of female college graduates is not “elite.”
3 The learning environment and pedagogical philosophies at liberal arts colleges (e.g., small size, residential
nature, student orientation of its faculty, and student–student and student–faculty interactions) are different
than those at highly selective research universities (see, e.g., Astin 1999 and Pascarella et al. 2004, 2005).
4 Although the empirical literature on the impact of liberal arts education on student preparedness is limited
and tends to suffer from methodological problems (Pascarella et al. 2005), it provides suggestive evidence that
liberal arts colleges, particularly elite institutions, prepare students differently relative to other institutions (see,
e.g., Astin 1999; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991; Pascarella et al. 2005; Umbach and Kuh 2006). There is also
some evidence to suggest that liberal arts experiences positively influence both short-term (Seifert et al. 2008)
and long-term (Pascarella et al. 2005) student learning outcomes.
5 On average, the Claremont Colleges (as a whole) ranked roughly in the top 20 of the U.S. News & World
Report Best Colleges Liberal Arts Colleges Rankings in 2010 (of 100 plus colleges). There is, however,
variation across the Claremont Colleges: Claremont McKenna College ranked 11, Harvey Mudd College
ranked 14, Pitzer College ranked 49, Pomona College ranked 6, and Scripps College ranked 25.
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to fill these gaps in the literature to provide a more nuanced picture of the
career and family choices of female graduates for graduation cohorts spanning
several decades.

Specifically, I track the timing of employment around the timing of children
within 15 years of receiving their undergraduate (BA) degree (henceforth
referred to as BA graduation)—unless otherwise specified—over a large number
of BA graduation cohorts (henceforth referred to as graduation cohorts) dating
back to 1960 through 1994 for female graduates from the Claremont Colleges.
The first sets of career and family choices I consider are simultaneously having
a career (i.e., a very strong attachment to the labor market) and a family (i.e.,
having at least one biological child); having a career and then having a family
(i.e., having at least one biological child after 15 years of BA graduation); and
having a career and not having a family (i.e., not having a biological child at
any time within my sample frame). I also consider three analogous categories
for female graduates who pursued a “job” (i.e., had a weaker attachment to the
labor market) rather than a “career.” The final sets of career and family choices
I consider are having a family first and then having a job (i.e., having a job
after 15 years of BA graduation but very weak labor force attachment prior to
that); and having a family but not having a job. Finally, I examine a number of
potential work–family management mechanisms employed by female graduates
from the Claremont Colleges to help shed light on possible differences in the
career and family choices of these graduates across graduation cohorts.

Looking across graduation cohorts since 1960 through 1994, I find a clear
shift away from “family then job” across graduation cohorts; in fact, virtually
no female graduates of the Claremont Colleges pursued this path post-1984. In
contrast, there has been a clear shift toward “career and family” post-1979,
particularly for female graduates of the Claremont Colleges who obtained at
least one first professional (i.e., MBA, law, and medicine) and/or doctorate
degree. Interestingly, increased provision of paid parental leave and access to
childcare appear to be the primary mechanisms that have allowed for the
observed shift toward “career and family” for those that graduated post-1979,
although there is also suggestive evidence that female graduates who graduated
in the most recent graduation cohort have greater access to workplace flexibil-
ity, which does not appear to come at the expense of career advancement (i.e.,
fewer workplace responsibilities).

Are the Career and Family Choices of Female Graduates of the Claremont
Colleges Different?

Before proceeding to my primary analysis, I begin by comparing the career
and family choices of female graduates from the Claremont Colleges with
those of graduates from all U.S. colleges, as well as graduates from other
elite institutions of higher education. This exercise serves the purpose of
placing my results within the context of the broader literature. Specifically,
I use data from the 2003 National Survey of College Graduates (NSCG), and
following Hersch (2013), I group college graduates into four categories: all
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U.S. college graduates, graduates of private Research 1 universities, graduates of private
Liberal Arts colleges, and graduates of public Research 1 universities.6 To ensure that
female graduates have sufficient time to make their career and family choices, I restrict
the NSCG sample to female graduates who graduated between 1985 and 1989. I also
further restrict the sample to traditional students: that is, female graduates who obtained
their undergraduate degree within five years.

For comparability, I focus on the same cohort of graduates from the Claremont
Colleges sample: that is, 1985–1989. I also replicate the results from Goldin and Katz
(2008) for the Harvard sample for the 1979–1982 cohort, which is the closest
graduation cohort available in their analysis.7 The family variables that are
available across the data sources are the percentage married (for Harvard, it
is the percentage ever married) and the percentage with a first birth (for NSCG,
it is the percentage living with children). The career variables include the level
of education (for Harvard, the data show only if graduates pursued Law/MBA/
Medicine+Doctorate degree combined; for the other two samples, there are
more detailed education categories) and percentage working. All variables are
measured within 15 years of BA graduation unless otherwise indicated.8

Table 1 reveals that female graduates from the Claremont Colleges are
equally likely to be married relative to their counterparts from private liberal
arts colleges but are more likely to be married than female graduates from
private Research 1 universities. Looking at the percentage ever married, how-
ever, there appears to be no difference between female graduates from Harvard
and the Claremont Colleges. Moreover, female graduates from the Claremont
Colleges and Harvard appear to be less likely to have children relative to their
counterparts at other elite institutions. Note, however, that the definition for
percentage with children differs between the NSCG sample and the other two
samples.9 Finally, female graduates from the Claremont Colleges are more (less)
likely to pursue professional and doctorate degrees and be working 15 years
post–BA graduation relative to private Research 1 universities and private
liberal arts colleges (Harvard).10

6 Research 1 universities (whether private or public) offer a full range of baccalaureate programs, offer
graduate education through a doctorate degree, place a high priority on research, award at least 50 doctoral
degrees per year, and receive at least $40 million in federal support annually (Hersch 2013:478).
7 The other graduation cohorts they examined are 1969–1973 and 1989–1992.
8 For the NSCG sample, the variables are measured within 14–18 years of BA graduation. For expositional
ease, however, this is delineated as “within 15 years of BA graduation.” This allows for large enough sample
sizes across the college and university categories in the NSCG sample.
9 The mean age at first birth also tends to be lower among college-educated women in the United States
generally compared with graduates from the Claremont Colleges or Harvard. Specifically, the mean age at first
birth for college-educated women in the United States was 24.9 in 1970–1974 and 29.7 in 1990–1994 (Martin
2004), while it was roughly 31 to 33 since the 1970 graduation cohort for female graduates from the
Claremont Colleges (see Table 2) and Harvard (Goldin and Katz 2008).
10 Women who graduated from the Claremont Colleges are substantially more likely to obtain degrees in law,
medicine, MBA, and/or doctorates than the national average, even among the 1970–1974 cohort, but less
likely than their Harvard counterparts. For example, 1 % (0.4 %) and 3.3 % (1.2 %) of all female
college graduates entered law (medical) school in 1970 and 1990, respectively (Goldin and Katz
2008), while 10.0 % (6.0 %) and 8.0 % (5.0 %) of female graduates from the Claremont Colleges
completed law (medical school) in the 1970–1974 and 1990–1994 cohorts, respectively (see
Table 3) and 17.3 % (18.2 %), and 20.4 % (16.6 %) of female Harvard graduates completed law
(medical school) in the 1970 and 1990 cohorts, respectively (Goldin and Katz 2008).
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Taken together, these patterns provide evidence that the career and family
choices of female graduates of the Claremont Colleges who graduated between
1985 and 1989 differ from those at other elite institutions and U.S. college
graduates in general, yet more closely align with very elite private Research 1
universities (i.e., Harvard). The remainder of the article examines the career and
family choices of female graduates of the Claremont Colleges in more detail by
focusing on richer data as well as tracking the patterns across a series of
graduation cohorts.

Data

The data I use are based on an Alumni Survey conducted at the Claremont
Colleges in the Spring and Summer of 2010. The survey included all five
undergraduate institutions at the Claremont Colleges: Claremont McKenna
College, Harvey Mudd College, Pitzer College, Pomona College, and Scripps
College. All Claremont Colleges alumni, from every graduating year, who had
an e-mail address were surveyed.11 The survey was e-mailed to 32,742 gradu-
ates, resulting in 7,107 graduates responding to the survey with 6,808 useable
responses, for an overall response rate of 20.8 %.12, 13 I restrict my analysis to
“traditional” students (i.e., obtained their undergraduate degree within five
years) who reported information on their graduation year and graduated from
the Claremont Colleges between 1960 and 1994. I exclude more-recent gradu-
ates (i.e., post-1994 graduation cohorts) to ensure that the respondents have
sufficient time to make their career and family choices. Specifically, unless
otherwise specified, I focus on outcomes within 15 years of BA graduation,
which is also consistent with the previous literature (see, e.g., Goldin and Katz
2008). I exclude the earlier graduates (i.e., pre-1960 graduation cohorts) be-
cause of a limited sample of female graduates within these graduation cohorts.

11 The survey was administered by the Alumni offices at each of the five colleges on my behalf.
Not all the e-mail addresses that the Alumni offices had were viable: roughly 3 % to 7 % failed
upon delivery, depending on the college.
12 The overall response rates varied somewhat by college: Claremont McKenna College, 17.4 %; Harvey
Mudd College, 20.3 %; Pitzer College, 19.2 %; Pomona College, 23.0 %; and Scripps College, 21.7 %.
Discussions that I had with the Alumni offices revealed that these response rates are in line with these colleges’
typical response rates for Alumni surveys sent via e-mail to all graduates from all graduating years. Pitzer
College did not conduct any other e-mail surveys within the last four years; thus, there is no comparison group
for this college.
13 Preliminary investigations of the characteristics of the graduates at four of the five colleges in general (i.e.,
age and graduation cohort) appear to be in line with the respondents of this survey (one college has not
supplied information on their graduates in general to date). However, the gender composition of the survey
respondents appears to be somewhat skewed toward women relative to the overall gender composition of the
graduates at three of the four colleges for which I have information (one college is female only), particularly in
more recent graduation cohorts. For the colleges for which I have information, I weighted the survey responses
by one of two weights: (1) the overall population by graduation cohort, gender, and college; and (2) the survey
population divided by the overall population by graduation cohort, gender, and college. The weighted results
are extremely similar to the unweighted results irrespective of the weight employed.
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Moreover, I exclude respondents with missing information on any of the
variables of interest. Table 9 in the appendix provides detailed information on
the number of excluded respondents by sample restriction.14 These restrictions
result in a final sample size of 2,645 graduates: 1,433 female and 1,212 male.

Family

The data include detailed information on a respondent’s family (i.e., marital and birth
history), which allows me to calculate the respondent’s age at first marriage, the relative
timing of their marriage(s), and their graduation year from the Claremont Colleges, as
well as the respondent’s age at first birth and the relative timing of their first birth and
their graduation year from the Claremont Colleges. See Table 10 in the appendix for
variable definitions.

Female graduates of the Claremont Colleges from the 1960–1964 cohort
married relatively early; 40 % of women from this graduation cohort got
married within two years of receiving their undergraduate degree (see
Table 2). This marriage rate drops dramatically by the 1975–1979 cohort to
30 % for women, and continues to drop to roughly 20 % for women who
graduated after 1984. Although male graduates were less likely to get mar-
ried within two years of BA graduation relative to their female counterparts
in the earlier graduation cohorts, the gender gap in early marriage rates
closed post-1979. The average age at first marriage increased across gradu-
ation cohorts until the 1980–1984 cohort for women and remained relatively
stable thereafter. Specifically, the average age at first marriage for female
graduates was roughly 25 in the pre-1975 cohorts, 26 in the 1975–1979
cohort, and 27 in the post-1979 cohorts. Although first marriages occurred
at older ages for male graduates relative to their female counterparts in the
earlier graduation cohorts, the gender gap in the age at first marriage closed
post-1979.

Overall, roughly 79 % of the women were married within 15 years of BA
graduation irrespective of graduation cohort. Moreover, there was a drop in the
separation/divorce/widowed rates within 15 years of BA graduation of female
graduates in the later graduation cohorts relative to the earlier graduation

14 Although I find some evidence that the estimation sample is selected based on education and college, using
the actual gender composition of each of the Claremont Colleges by graduation cohort (with the exception of
Harvey Mudd College, where I use the sample gender composition), I find that a large fraction of the
respondents with missing demographic information appear to be men. Given my main interest is examining
the career and family choices of female graduates, my main results should not suffer from severe bias due to
sample selection. Having said this, I do try to assess how biased my main results are for female graduates
based on sample selection using imputed data for respondents with missing gender based on the actual gender
composition of each college by graduation cohort. Specifically, I assign these additional observations the
educational distribution of the sample with missing gender, as well as the family status distribution and the
time out of the labor force distribution (by family status) for the female sample with demographic information
by college and graduation cohort. I find that the overall patterns continue to hold, although the sample that
includes both observations with and without missing demographic information appear to have somewhat
longer spells out of the labor force irrespective of graduation cohort, presence of children, or level of
education. Results are available upon request.
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cohorts. In general, there is no gender gap in either marriage rates or separa-
tion/divorce/widowed rates, irrespective of graduation cohort.15

In terms of fertility, roughly 62 % of women had at least one biological child within 15
years of BA graduation in my sample irrespective of graduation cohort. Although very
few graduates had their first biological child within five years of BA graduation, this
number is substantially higher for graduation cohorts in the 1960s. For example, 32 % of
women from the 1960–1964 cohort had their first child within five years of receiving their
undergraduate degree, while 15 %, 6 %, and 2 % of the women from the 1970–1974,
1980–1984, and 1990–1994 cohorts, respectively, had their first birth within this same
time frame. In general, there is no gender gap in having at least one biological child within
five or 15 years of BA graduation, irrespective of graduation cohort.16 There remains a
substantial fraction of Claremont Colleges female graduates, irrespective of graduation
cohort, who have not had a first birth 15 years post–BA graduation (i.e., roughly 38 %).

Turning to the timing of fertility within 15 years of BA graduation, female graduates’
average age at the birth of their first biological child increased across all graduation
cohorts from age 27 in the 1960–1964 cohort to age 31, 10 years later; age 32, 20 years
later; and age 33, 30 years later. Although female graduates were younger than their
male counterparts at the time of the birth of their first biological child pre-1970, the most
recent cohort of female graduates were actually older than their male counterparts at the
time of the birth of their first biological child. On average, women who graduated from
the Claremont Colleges had two biological children (conditional on having a first birth),
irrespective of graduation cohort. This average, however, masks some interesting
differences in the distribution of children within families across graduation cohorts.
Women in more recent graduation cohorts are less likely to have three or more children
(conditional on having a first birth) than earlier graduation cohorts. Interestingly, pre-
1985 male and female graduates had families of roughly the same size, yet post-1984
male graduates had larger families relative to their female counterparts.

Career

Education

The data also include detailed information on a respondent’s education, which allows me to
calculate whether they pursued a graduate degree—and, if so, the type of degree they
pursued and the timing of their graduate work relative to their graduation from the
Claremont Colleges (see Table 10 in the appendix for variable definitions). Table 3 presents
descriptive statistics on educational attainment within 15 years of BA graduation by gender
and graduation cohort. The percentage ofwomenwho obtained at least one first professional
(i.e., MBA, law, and medicine) and/or doctorate degree increased substantially until the
1970–1974 cohort (i.e., 9 % in the 1960–1964 cohort, 19 % in the 1965–1969 cohort, and

15 The main exceptions are that in the earliest graduation cohort, more (less) men were married (separated/
divorced/widowed) relative to their female counterparts; while in the most recent graduation cohort, fewer men
were married relative to their female counterparts.
16 The main exceptions are that in the earliest graduation cohort, more men had at least one biological child
within 15 years of BA graduation relative to their female counterparts; while in the most recent graduation
cohort, less (more) men had at least one biological child within 15 (five) years of BA graduation relative to
their female counterparts.
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32 % in the 1970–1974 cohort) and remained relatively stable thereafter. Although female
graduates of the Claremont Colleges were less likely to pursue at least one first professional
and/or doctorate degree relative to their male counterparts, they closed this gender gap post-
1984: the difference between male and female attainment rates of these degree types is no
longer statistically significant post-1984.

Looking within the broad category, the percentage of women pursuing a first
professional degree, with the exception of the earlier two graduation cohorts, was
relatively stable across graduation cohorts irrespective of type of degree. Although
female graduates of the Claremont Colleges continue to lag behind their male coun-
terparts in terms of first professional degrees in the most recent graduation cohorts (this
gender gap, however, is not statistically significant in the 1985–1989 cohort), this
discrepancy is largely driven by the gender gap in MBA obtainment. Interestingly,
female graduates of the Claremont Colleges have completely closed the education
gender gap in doctorate degrees post-1979, although to a large degree because male
graduates have become less likely to pursue a doctorate across graduation cohorts.

The incidence of master’s (excluding MBA) degrees is relatively stable across
graduation cohorts, although there is some evidence that women who pursued a
master’s degree in education (conditional on pursuing a master’s degree) declined from
32 % in the 1960–1964 cohort to roughly 20 % to 25 % going forward. Finally, the
gender gap in terminal BA degrees (i.e., not pursuing a degree beyond a BAwithin 15
years of acquiring the BA) is completely erased post-1979 both because female
graduates are more likely to pursue graduate degrees across graduation cohorts and
because male graduates are less likely to pursue graduate degrees post-1979.17

Labor Market Attachment

The survey also has extremely rich data pertaining to a respondent’s employment history,
including current employment, most recent employment if not employed, and employ-
ment in all other jobs (up to 10 jobs) back to the first job held for a period of at least six
months post–BA graduation.18 This detailed employment history allows me to calculate
the respondents’ employment status, their actual labor market experience, their years out
of the labor force, and whether they incurred any spells out of the labor market in two
periods—currently and within 15 years of BA graduation—conditional on completion of
their formal education. See Table 10 in the appendix for variable definitions.

For each job, respondents were asked the year, their full-time work status, their
occupation, their job title, and the type of employer both at the start and end of the job.19

Although I have incomplete information on the timing of full-time and part-time

17 Given the substantial growth in the U.S. financial sector over the past 60 years (see Philippon and Reshef
2012), this shift for men may be due to a higher pursuit of jobs in finance, which may not require graduate
work to obtain them.
18 If they had more than 10 jobs, they were asked to give detailed information on their first job post–BA
graduation as well; for all but a handful of respondents, 10 jobs were more than adequate. Of those that
reported an 11th job (roughly 30 respondents), it generally was the job that came right after their 10th job.
19 This does not allow me to accurately calculate the respondent’s full-time attachment to the labor market
throughout their career as one may have chosen to ramp up or ramp down at different points in their job, and
this status change would not be reflected in their start- and end- year full-time status. For example, if a
respondent indicated in Job 1 that she worked full-time at the start of the job in 1980 and full-time at the end of
the job in 2000, it is unclear whether she consistently worked full-time in the years in between 1980 and 2000.
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employment spells throughout a respondent’s career, I have detailed information on this
dimension surrounding the birth of a respondent’s first child, which arguably is the
period when many women make this type of labor supply adjustment. I discuss this in
detail in the upcoming section, “Potential Work–Family Management Mechanisms.”

According to Table 4, female labor force participation (15 years post–BA gradua-
tion) has increased in the most recent graduation cohort relative to earlier graduation
cohorts (pre-1975). Specifically, roughly 77 % to 80 % of women who graduated
before 1975 were employed compared with 87 % for those women who graduated in
the 1990–1994 cohort.20 Although the gender gap in labor force participation 15 years
post–BA graduation has narrowed across graduation cohorts, women who graduated in
the 1990–1994 cohort are still 9 percentage points less likely to participate in the labor
force relative to their male counterparts.

The percentage of female graduates without any spells out of the labor market within
15 years of BA graduation generally increases across the graduation cohorts. In partic-
ular, 33 % of women who graduated from the Claremont Colleges between 1960 and
1964 had no spells out of the labor market compared with 51 %, 62 %, and 65 % who
graduated 10, 20, and 30 years later, respectively. This increase observed for female
graduates across graduation cohorts has led to a substantial decline in the gender gap in
uninterrupted employment from a gap of 36 percentage points in the 1960–1964 cohort
to roughly 7 percentage points in the 1990–1994 cohort. Finally, female graduates
experienced a substantial drop in the length of out-of-the-labor-force spells within 15
years of BA graduation across graduation cohorts (i.e., a drop of almost three years
between the earliest and latest graduation cohort for women), and have closed the gender
gap in the length of spells out of the labor force in the most recent graduation cohort.

Career and Family Choices

How do women who graduated from the Claremont Colleges combine career and
family? Do the career and family decisions of female graduates of the Claremont
Colleges differ across graduation cohorts? Do they follow a similar pattern as that
described in Goldin (2004) for female U.S. college graduates in general? Specifically,
Goldin (2004) described the career and family choices/aspirations of five cohorts of
female U.S. college graduates as follows: cohort 1 (1900–1919) had “family or career”;
cohort 2 (1920–1945) had “job then family”; cohort 3 (1946–1965) had “family then
job”; cohort 4 (1966–1979) wanted to achieve “career then family,” and 13 % to 18 %
did so by age 40; and finally, cohort 5 (1980–1990) desired “career and family,”
and 21 % to 28 % did so by age 40.21

20 One may be concerned that the level of labor market participation of female graduates from the 1990–1994
cohort may have been negatively impacted by the financial crisis. I argue that this is less of a concern for my
sample: roughly 79 % of female graduates from the Claremont Colleges in the 1990–1994 cohort are white,
and as Hoynes et al. (2012) pointed out, minority groups were impacted more heavily in terms of employment
by the financial crisis relative to their white counterparts.
21 In the latter two cohorts of female U.S. college graduates, Goldin (2004) defined “family” as having a first
birth irrespective of when the birth occurred or if the woman was married (currently or ever) at the time of the
first birth and “career” as having earnings (annual income or hourly wage) greater than those earned by their
male counterparts at the 25th percentile of the male earnings distribution for two or three years (consecutive if
available) by roughly age 40.
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I first attempt to answer these questions by examining the level of labor market
attachment of female graduates of the Claremont Colleges within 15 years of BA graduation
across graduation cohorts and across education levels by the presence of family (i.e., the
birth of at least one biological child within 15 years of BA graduation). Table 5 reveals that
women with at least one biological child appear to have longer spells out of the labor force
than their childless counterparts irrespective of graduation cohort or level of education,
although the difference is less stark for the post-1984 graduation cohorts and forwomenwho
obtained first professional degrees (i.e., MBA, law, and medicine).22 Although there is very
little variation in the length of spells out of the labor force for childless women across
graduation cohorts, there is a substantial decline in these spells for women with at least one
biological child across graduation cohorts. Specifically, the two biggest drops occur between
the 1960–1964 cohort (5.17 years) and the 1965–1969 cohort (3.33 years), and between the
1980–1984 cohort (2.11 years) and the 1985–1989 cohort (1.29 years).23 To ascertain
whether the number of biological children influences the length of spells out of the labor
market, I also further categorize womenwith at least one biological child as follows: women
with one biological child, womenwith two biological children, orwomenwith three ormore
biological children. The patterns for these subgroups are generally very similar to the overall
patterns, although they are less precisely estimated because of small sample sizes. In
addition, the difference between childless women and women with one biological child
within a given graduation cohort is less pronounced. These patterns suggest that women
who graduated from the Claremont Colleges do not appear to be opting out of the labor
market at higher rates in more recent cohorts as Belkin (2003) suggested.24

There is little evidence that women with children have different spells out of the labor
force relative to their childless counterparts if they pursued a law degree, amedical degree, or
a MBA degree. Although there is some evidence that women with children who pursued a
doctorate degree do have somewhat longer spells out of the labor force, the spells are less
than one year for both childless women and women with children. For women with a
master’s degree (terminal BA degree), having children results in approximately one (two)
additional year(s) out of the labor force relative to not having children within 15 years of
graduating from the Claremont Colleges.25

To this point, I have documented that women with families who graduated in the most
recent graduation cohorts appear to be more attached to the labor market than their earlier

22 This is similar to women who graduated from 34 selective colleges and universities between 1978 and
1985. Women with children had 2.08 years out of the labor force (excluding education and spells of less than
six months) within 15 years of graduation compared with 0.41 year for their childless counterparts (Goldin
2006). Female graduates from Harvard without children also have fewer years out of the labor market than
their counterparts with children (Goldin and Katz 2008).
23 Goldin and Katz (2008) similarly found that if anything, women with children who graduated from Harvard
in more recent cohorts take less time rather than more time off relative to their counterparts from earlier
cohorts. For example, the mean of all out-of-the-labor-market spells within 15 years of graduation for women
with children was 24 months for the 1970 cohort, 20 months for the 1980 cohort, and 19 months for the 1990
cohort.
24 These patterns are also consistent with those found for U.S. college graduates generally. Specifically, recent
studies have generally concluded that there is little or no evidence to support the popular press’ notion of an
opt-out revolution, (see, e.g. Antecol 2011; Boushey 2005, 2008; Cohany and Sok 2007; Fortin 2013; Goldin
2006; Percheski 2008; Vere 2007).
25 Women with advanced degrees who graduated from 34 selective colleges and universities generally had
shorter spells out of the labor market than other female graduates, even those female graduates with children
(Goldin 2006).
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counterparts. I have not, however, provided direct evidence on how female graduates of
the Claremont Colleges have combined career and family. Therefore, I create a hierarchy
of career and family choices to see how these choices have changed across graduation
cohorts. Specifically, I create the following mutually exclusive categories:

& Career and family
& Career then family
& Career no family
& Job and family
& Job then family
& Job no family

where “career” indicates a female graduate had no spells out of the labor force within 15
years of BA graduation; “job” indicates a female graduate had one to five years out of the
labor force within 15 years of BA graduation; “and family” indicates that a female
graduate had at least one biological child within 15 years of BA graduation; “then family”
indicates that a female graduate had at least one biological child after 15 years of BA
graduation; and “no family” indicates that a female graduate did not have a biological
child at any timewithinmy sample frame.26 For the three “career” categories, I also look at
the subsamples of female graduates who acquired at least one first professional and/or
doctorate degree within 15 years of BA graduation and those who did not, given that the
former subsample might be more career oriented than the latter subsample.

I also consider the following two additional mutually exclusive categories:

& Family then job
& Family no job

where “family” indicates that a female graduate has at least one biological child
within 15 years of BA graduation; “then job” indicates that a female graduate
had six to 15 years out of the labor force within 15 years of BA graduation and
worked after 15 years of BA graduation; and “no job” indicates that a female
graduate had six to 15 years out of the labor force within 15 years of BA
graduation and did not work after 15 years of BA graduation.27

Table 6 reveals several noteworthy patterns. There has been a clear shift away from
“family then job” across graduation cohorts; in fact, virtually no female graduates of the
Claremont Colleges pursued this path in the 1985–1989 or the 1990–1994 cohort (i.e.,
roughly 2 %) compared with 28 % in the 1960–1964 cohort; 12 %, 10 years later; and
7 %, 20 years later. There is also some weak evidence that female graduates post-1979
were less likely to choose “job and family” (i.e., roughly 17 %) relative to their
counterparts who graduated between 1965 and 1979 (i.e., roughly 26 %).

26 Some female graduates in the most recent graduation cohort (1990–1994) may be wrongly classified in the
“no family” category given they may in fact have their first child after 2010. Therefore, I may be
underestimating (overestimating) the percentage of female graduates who are in the “then family” (“no
family”) category.
27 I am unable to consider the “no family then job” (N = 14), “then family then job” (N = 4), and “no family no
job” (N = 2) categories because of small sample sizes.
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Table 5 Years out of the labor force for female graduates within 15 years of BA by presence of biological
children, BA graduation cohort, and education: Means, with sample sizes in brackets

Total No Children 1 Child 2 Children 3+ Children Children

BA graduation cohort

1960–1964 3.89 1.74 3.90i 5.26a 6.09a 5.17a

[83] [31] [10] [31] [11] [52]

1965–1969 2.53 0.89k 2.50a 3.48a,c 4.00a 3.33a,c

[135] [44] [22] [54] [15] [91]

1970–1974 2.13 1.04 2.68i 2.13a,c,d 3.91a 2.61a,c

[157] [48] [19] [67] [23] [109]

1975–1979 1.87 0.67c 1.58 2.33a,c,l 3.88a 2.66a,c

[158] [63] [12] [57] [26] [95]

1980–1984 1.72 1.06 2.06 1.89c,d,i 2.67a,c 2.11a,c,d

[190] [71] [16] [73] [30] [119]

1985–1989 1.24 1.16 0.54c,d,e 1.22c,d,e,f 2.32a,c 1.29c,d,e,f,g

[234] [85] [26] [98] [25] [149]

1990–1994 1.08 0.80c 0.86c,l,m 1.16c,d,e,f,o 2.42a,c 1.27c,d,e,f,g,i

[291] [118] [37] [112] [24] [173]

Education

No graduate degree 2.79 1.51 3.02a 3.20a 4.81a 3.49a

[431] [152] [58] [164] [57] [279]

Master’s (excluding MBA) 1.51 0.95j 1.18b 1.85a,b 2.46a,b 1.85a,b

[345] [129] [34] [145] [37] [216]

Professionalq 1.35 0.81b 0.55b 1.39a,b 2.98a,b 1.62a,b

[310] [104] [31] [129] [46] [206]

Law 1.26 0.80 0.22j 1.30b 2.76a,j 1.50b

[116] [40] [9] [50] [17] [76]

Medicine 1.95 1.38 0.60 2.39 2.23b 2.15b

[62] [16] [5] [28] [13] [46]

MBA 0.94 0.54j 0.80 0.79b 2.70a 1.15b

[82] [28] [10] [34] [10] [54]

Doctorate 0.51 0.23b 0.58b 0.80a,b 0.86a,b 0.76a,b

[162] [75] [19] [54] [14] [87]

Note: See Table 10 in the appendix for variable definitions.
a Indicates children significantly different than no children at 5 % level.
b Indicates higher education level significantly different than bachelors at 5 % level.
c, d, e, f, g, and h Indicates successive BA graduation cohort significantly different than 1960–1964, 1965–1969,
1970–1974, 1975–1979, 1980–1984, and 1985–1989 cohort, respectively, at 5 % level.
i Indicates children significantly different than no children at 10 % level.
j Indicates higher education level significantly different than bachelors at 10 % level.
k, l, m, n, o, and p Indicates successive BA graduation cohort significantly different than 1960–1964, 1965–1969,
1970–1974, 1975–1979, 1980–1984, and 1985–1989 cohort, respectively, at 10 % level.
q Professional degrees include, but are not limited to, law, medicine, and MBA.
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In contrast, there has been a clear shift toward “career and family,” which
reached its steady state level by the 1980–1984 cohort at roughly 39 %
compared with roughly 31 %, 10 years earlier; and 15 %, 20 years earlier.
This shift toward “career and family” appears to be driven by female graduates
of the Claremont Colleges who obtained at least one first professional and/or
doctorate degree. Specifically, post-1979, roughly 17 % of female graduates
who obtained a first professional and/or doctorate degree achieved “career and
family” compared with roughly 0 % and 9 % in the 1960–1964 and 1970–1974
cohorts, respectively. In comparison, female graduates who did not obtain a first
professional or doctorate degree reached a steady state level by the 1980–1984
cohort at roughly 20 % compared with 15 % 20 years earlier.28

These patterns suggest that women who graduated from the Claremont Colleges
may follow a different path toward “career and family” than their counterparts from
U.S. colleges in general. Specifically, unlike Goldin (2004), I do not find evidence of a
large group of women graduating from the Claremont Colleges pursuing “career then
family” in the graduation years between 1965 and 1979. Moreover, although I find that
the largest transition away from “family then job” does occur between the 1960–1964
cohort (27.7 %) and the 1965–1969 cohort (14.8 %), it does not reach its steady state
until post-1984, when almost no female graduates from the Claremont Colleges are
pursuing this track. This suggests that female graduates of the Claremont Colleges may
have moved slower than U.S. college graduates in general who shifted away from the
“family then job” track post-1965 (Goldin 2004).

Potential Work–Family Management Mechanisms

What work–family management mechanisms allowed female graduates of the
Claremont Colleges who graduated post-1979 to shift toward “career and family”? I
begin by examining women’s employment patterns, including full-time status, sur-
rounding their first birth within 15 years of BA graduation because the summary
measure of labor force attachment that underlies my “career” definition may obscure
some important underlying work–family choices. I then explicitly examine several
potential work–family management mechanisms—access to the same job/occupation;
work responsibilities (including access to flexible work arrangements); access to
parental leave; and childcare responsibilities—for women who were employed both
the year before and the year after the birth of their first biological child, unless
otherwise specified.

Table 7 reveals that women are more likely to be employed and working full-time
the year before and the year after the birth of their first biological child in more recent
graduation cohorts (post-1980) relative to earlier graduation cohorts (pre-1980). One
can also see a big increase in the number of women who worked full-time in the year
before and shifted to part-time work in the year after post-1984. This increase suggests
that one of the mechanisms allowing women to stay attached to the labor market is the

28 Although there appears to be an increase in the percentage of female graduates achieving “career no family”
in the most recent graduation cohort, this is likely due to the fact that this is an “overestimate” for this group
because they may have a biological child post-2010, but I cannot observe this.
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ability to work part-time in the year after the birth of their first biological child.
Moreover, relative to the earliest graduation cohort (1960–1964), there is a
big drop in the number of women who worked in the year before and exited
the labor market in the year after for all successive graduation cohorts. Finally,
the latter two graduation cohorts (post-1984) are much less likely to have not
been employed in the year before and year after the birth of their first
biological child. Similar patterns are found if one looks at the year before
and the year after in isolation (see Table 7). Taken together, these patterns
surrounding the birth of the first biological child provide further support that
the most recent graduation cohorts are more career-oriented and have a desire
to pursue both career and family. Given this, I now explicitly examine the
relative importance of the potential work–family management mechanisms de-
scribed earlier.

According to Table 8, the majority of women had the same job and the same
occupation one year after the birth of their first child relative to one year
before, irrespective of graduation cohort. There is, however, weak evidence that
for women who did change jobs, the probability of staying in the same
occupation increased in the 1990–1994 cohort relative to earlier graduation
cohorts. There is also evidence to suggest that women in the most recent
graduation cohort (1990–1994) enjoyed more flexible work hours as well as
more hours for pay at home, and traveled less for work in the year after the
birth of their first biological child relative to the year before; interestingly, this
increased access to workplace flexibility was coupled with more work respon-
sibility. These patterns are encouraging—especially in light of the aforemen-
tioned evidence on the shift from full-time status to part-time status following
childbirth—because they suggest that employers may be adopting more work-
and family-friendly policies that afford women the opportunity to not only stay
attached to the labor market but also to pursue a “career” within their occupa-
tion of choice.

The biggest changes, however, appear to be due to access to paid parental
leave and childcare (conditional on being employed pre- and post-childbirth).
Specifically, less than 25 % of women who graduated from the Claremont
Colleges prior to 1970 had access to paid parental leave. Access to paid
parental leave increased to 40 % in the 1970–1974 cohort and further increased
to 68 % (79 %) 10 (20) years later. Although the number of weeks of paid
parental leave also increased across the graduation cohorts, if one conditions on
taking a paid parental leave, the number of weeks is relatively stable across
graduation cohorts. Moreover, there is little evidence to suggest that access to
unpaid parental leave differs across graduation cohorts. There is, however, some
evidence that the number of weeks of unpaid parental leave (conditional on
taking an unpaid leave) declined post-1974.

There has also been a clear shift in the childcare responsibilities for the first
biological child across graduation cohorts. Specifically, the share of childcare
responsibilities undertaken by the woman herself declined substantially across
graduation cohorts. For example, the mother was responsible for 70 % of
childcare responsibilities in the 1960–1964 cohort, and this percentage fell to
54 %, 50 %, and 41 % in the 1970–1974, 1980–1984, and 1990–1994 cohorts,
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respectively. This large decline in women’s role in childcare shifted to either
their spouse or toward daycare/preschool, although the shift to their spouse
seems to have occurred earlier (post-1969) than the shift to daycare/preschool
(post-1979). Despite this increase in spousal participation in childcare respon-
sibilities, it does not appear that the male graduates in my sample (who may
serve as proxies for spouses) have experienced any large shocks to their labor
supply (i.e., increases in their years out of the labor force or a shift from full-
time to part-time employment) that their female counterparts continue to expe-
rience (see Table 4).

Conclusions

Using a unique data set from an elite set of liberal arts colleges (i.e., the Claremont
Colleges), I examine the career and family choices of female graduates across gradu-
ation cohorts since 1960 through 1994. My results show that more recent female
graduates of the Claremont Colleges—compared with earlier graduation cohorts—
shifted toward delaying their families (i.e., the birth of their first biological child).
However, within 15 years of graduating from their undergraduate (BA) degree, there is
virtually no difference in the timing of families across graduation cohorts (i.e., roughly
62 % of female graduates had their first birth within 15 years of BA graduation). At the
same time, female graduates of the Claremont Colleges from more recent graduation
cohorts are more likely to pursue their careers within 15 year of BA graduation (i.e.,
obtain advanced degrees and stay attached to the labor market) relative to their
counterparts from earlier graduation cohorts.

Upon further examination of the timing of employment around the timing of
children within 15 years of BA graduation, I find that female graduates from
the Claremont Colleges have almost entirely shifted away from “family then
job,” with only roughly 1 % of female graduates pursuing this track post-1984;
and have shifted toward “career and family,” with roughly 40 % of female
graduates pursuing this track post-1979. Interestingly this shift toward “career
and family” appears to be driven by female graduates of the Claremont
Colleges who obtained at least one first professional and/or doctorate degree.
Specifically, no female graduates who obtained at least one first professional
and/or doctorate degree achieved “career and family” in the 1960–1964 cohort;
while post-1979, 17 % of these women did achieve “career and family.” In
contrast, 15 % of female graduates who did not obtain a first professional or
doctorate degree achieved “career and family” in the 1960–1964 cohort, and
this metric reached its steady state of roughly 20 % post-1979.

Although Goldin (2004) also found a shift toward “career and family” for
female graduates from U.S. college in general in more recent graduation cohorts
(post-1980), she described the path that they took to get there as follows: “family
then job” for female graduates who graduated in 1946–1965 to wanting to
achieve “career then family” for female graduates who graduated in 1966–1979
with 13 % to 18 % doing so by age 40, and finally to desiring “career and
family” for female graduates who graduated in 1980–1990 with 21 % to 28 %
doing so by age 40. Although I find that the largest transition away from “family

Career and Family Choices Among Elite Liberal Arts Graduates 1113



then job” does occur between the 1960–1964 cohort (27.7 %) and the 1965–
1969 cohort (14.8 %), I find that very few female graduates of the Claremont
Colleges pursue “career then family” irrespective of graduation cohorts (roughly
4 %). Thus, there is suggestive evidence that female graduates of the Claremont
Colleges followed a different path to “career and family.” Finally, I find that the
primary mechanisms that allowed for the observed shift toward “career and
family” in more recent graduation cohorts appear to be increased access to paid
parental leave and childcare. There is also, however, suggestive evidence that
female graduates who graduated in the most recent cohort have greater access to
workplace flexibility, and this does not appear to come at the expense of career
advancement (i.e., fewer workplace responsibilities). Further understanding the
potential work–family management mechanisms that will allow more women to
successfully achieve “career and family” is an extremely important avenue for
future research.29
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Appendix

29 Although sociologists have examined the effect of work–family policies on women’s labor supply choices,
economists have largely overlooked this. The main exception to the best of my knowledge is Herr and
Wolfram (2012).

Table 9 Number of excluded respondents by sample restriction

Number of Excluded
Respondents

Sample
Size

No Restrictions 0 6,808

Missing Graduation Year & Year of Birth 66 6,742

Graduated Prior to 1960 415 6,327

Graduated After 1994 2,759 3,568

Nontraditional Students (graduated after more than 5 years) 112 3,456

Missing Highest Level of Education 14 3,442

Missing Gender 793 2,649

Missing Presence of Children 4 2,645
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