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The decades-long trend of increasing employment among women ended in 2000.  

Overall, women’s employment declined by 5 percent from 2000 to 2004, and has held 

steady since. The media has paid much attention to this decline, but for only one group of 

women—highly educated mothers.  The following analysis documents that this decline 

touched all demographic groups, but some segments of the population saw more 

precipitous drops than others.   

The media has made much of the “opting out” phenomenon among highly 

educated mothers (Belkin 2003; Story 2005; Wallis 2004).  The stories, often based on 

interviews with a small number of college-educated mothers, contend that college 

graduates are choosing to focus on motherhood over career advancement.   

Opting out has gained the attention of academic researchers as well.  The same 

pattern of decreasing labor force activity from 2000 to 2004, and then stabilizing has 

been found by other researchers among various segments of the population (Boushey 

2005; Bradbury and Katz, 2005; and Mosisa and Hipple 2006).  Cotter, England, and 

Hermsen (2007) find a decrease in labor force participation among women 25-54 from 

2000 to 2004, and then a small increase by 2006.  Other researchers have looked at 

whether the child penalty has changed for advanced degree holders (Boushey 2005); 

analyzed whether employment levels have increased among college educated women in 

professional and managerial occupations (Percheski 2008); researched the reasons why 



highly accomplished mothers leave the labor force (Stone 2007), and reviewed 

employment hours and increases in fertility by cohort groups (Vere 2007).    

We focus in particular on recent patterns among highly-educated women, i.e., on 

the question of whether and why they are “opting out” of the labor force.  Yet, by 

comparing the patterns among highly-educated women with those with lower education 

levels, we shift the focus to a more broad assessment of women’s employment declines.  

In this paper, we use data from the March Current Population Surveys (1970, 

1980, 1990, 2000, and 2007) to document the post-2000 reversal in women’s 

employment rates.  First, we document employment trends from 1970 to 2007 to provide 

the historical context for the recent declines in women’s and mother’s employment.  

Specific attention is given to trends in women’s employment by education and marital 

status.  Then, we explore changing employment rates among women since 2000. 

Specifically, we use methods of regression decomposition to decompose pre- and post-

2000 shifts in women’s employment into composition and rate (i.e., “returns”) 

components.  Our analyses focus on several demographic and economic sources of 

change, including age, education, marital status, recent fertility, race and ethnicity, and 

residence (among others). 

Preliminary results suggest broad-based declines in women’s labor force 

participation rates in the 2000s rather than narrow shifts in the employment patterns 

among highly-educated women only.  Employment rates declined by 7 percentage points 

for women with less than a high school degree and 5 percentage points for women with a 

high school education, but only by 3 percentage points for college-educated women.  In 

fact, we find that employment rates declined across many groups—groups that typically 



respond to economic downturns with lower employment as job opportunities become 

scarce ((Blank, Danziger and Schoeni 2006; Borjas 2006; Mosisa and Hipple 2006).    

For example, Table 1 shows that employment declines were large among women with 

low education levels, young women, black women, single women, and single mothers. 

That employment declines were high among women with low-education levels 

concurrent with a recession and sluggish economy suggests that many women may not be 

opting out as much as being forced out by economic conditions, as their decline in 

employment was larger than mothers of higher education levels.   
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Figure 1. Employment Rates of Women and Mothers, 1970-2007

Note: Employment rates calculated for women ages 16-64 in the previous year. 

Source: 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and 2007 March CPS.
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Figure 2. Employment Rates of Married and Single Mothers, 1970-2007

Note: Employment rates calculated for women ages 16-64 in the previous year. 

Source: 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000 and 2007 March CPS.
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Figure 3. Employment Rates of Women by Education, 

1970-2007

Note: Employment rates calculated for women ages 16-64 in the previous year. 

Source: 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2007 March CPS.

 

 



 

Table 1. Women's Employment Rates, 2000-2007      

          

    

    2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

All women 75 75 73 72 71 71 71 71 

            

Education           

  Less than high school 52 52 49 47 45 45 44 45 

  High school 75 74 73 72 70 70 70 70 

  Some college 81 81 79 78 78 77 77 77 

  College graduate 85 84 84 82 82 82 81 82 

            

Age            

  16-24  69 69 66 63 61 61 60 60 

  25-34  81 81 79 77 76 75 76 77 

  35-44  80 80 79 78 77 77 76 77 

  45-54  80 79 78 78 78 77 77 78 

  55-64  57 57 59 60 59 60 62 62 

            

Race/ethnicity           

  White, Non-Hispanic 77 77 76 75 74 74 74 74 

  Black, Non-Hispanic 75 74 72 71 70 69 70 70 
  Other Race, Non-
Hispanic 69 72 64 65 66 66 66 67 

  Hispanic  63 66 64 61 61 61 61 62 

            

Marital status           

  Married  74 73 73 72 71 71 71 71 

  Single  77 76 74 73 72 72 71 71 

            

Family status           

  Married, child under 6 69 68 66 64 63 64 64 65 
  Married, no child under 
6 75 75 75 74 74 73 73 73 

  Single, child under 6 73 73 72 70 68 67 69 66 

  Single, no child under 6 77 77 74 73 72 72 72 72 
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