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Couples’ paid work, state-level unemployment, and first births in the
United States

Chiara Ludovica Comolli1

Abstract

BACKGROUND
While most studies analyze male’s and female’s employment separately, this study
adopts a couple-level approach to relate paid work to childbearing in the United States.
In addition, building on previous studies suggesting the existence of spillovers from
others’ unemployment, I explore whether state-level unemployment rates moderate this
association.

OBJECTIVE
First, this study investigates how couples’ paid work, i.e., both partners’ combination of
employment, working hours, inactivity, or unemployment, is associated with first birth.
Second, the study tests whether this association varies depending on state unemployment
rates across the decades around the Great Recession.

METHOD
Using the 2003–2017 PSID waves, the probability of a first child across couples’ job
constellations and aggregate labor market conditions is estimated using a linear
probability model. A number of robustness checks are run, including fixed effects
models.

RESULTS
Both men’s and women’s unemployment similarly lower the probability of a first birth,
as does the male breadwinner model. Full-time dual-earner couples display the greatest
probability of a first birth. However, rising unemployment rates greatly reduce the
advantage of dual-earners compared to single-earner couples.

CONCLUSIONS
In a context of low public support for childbearing, couples tend to rely on the paid full-
time work of both partners to enter parenthood. Moreover, women’s work seems as
relevant as that of their partners in shaping household childbearing decisions. Aggregate
unemployment attenuates these differences, reducing the advantage of full-time dual
work.

1 Université de Lausanne, Switzerland. Email: chiara.comolli@unil.ch.



Comolli: Couples’ paid work, state-level unemployment, and first births in the United States

1150 https://www.demographic-research.org

CONTRIBUTION
Adopting a couple-level and macro-micro perspective is critical to understanding the link
between paid work and fertility dynamics in contemporary societies where women’s
labor market attachment is strong and labor market uncertainties are growing.

1. Introduction

Until the most recent recession induced by the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, the
economic and financial crisis of 2008 was the most severe in advanced economies since
the Great Depression of the 1930s. The Great Recession has been associated with a
marked weakening of the labor market in both the United States and Europe.
Unemployment rates in the United States increased and remained high for several
months, and the average duration of unemployment was unusually long (35 weeks on
average, Current Population Survey). Farber (2011) documents that in the period 2007–
2009, 16% of people aged 20–64 reported having lost their job, and that less than 50% of
them were employed again by January 2010. The rise in short- and long-term
unemployment increased economic uncertainty, affecting household dynamics and
family formation (Kreyenfeld, Andersson, and Pailhé 2012; Kreyenfeld and Andersson
2014).

A number of studies link the reduction in fertility rates in the United States in the
last decade to the Great Recession, especially in relation to the postponement of first
births (Cherlin 2013; Comolli and Bernardi 2015; Comolli 2017, 2021; Goldstein et al.
2013; Schneider 2015; Sobotka, Skirbekk, and Philipov 2011). Compared to higher
parities, the transition to parenthood represents a major turning point in the life course
when competing goals in different domains must be aligned (Mynarska et al. 2015;
Schmitt 2021: 2). The first child is particularly time-intensive and financially demanding,
in terms of both the direct expenses of raising a child and the opportunity cost of time
diverted from paid work to childcare. In the United States the cost of childrearing falls
mostly on the parents. Policies are built on the expectation that both parents work full-
time and support themselves through the market: no national paid parental leave scheme
is envisaged and most non-parental childcare is purchased in the market (Craig and
Mullan 2010; Kamerman and Waldfogel 2014).

Empirical evidence shows that men’s unemployment induces couples to postpone
the entry into parenthood, due to the income loss and financial insecurity it generates (for
the United States see Amialchuk 2013 and Lindo 2010). Results are less robust regarding
women’s unemployment, because of the counterbalancing effects of the income and
opportunity cost mechanisms (Blossfeld and Buchholz 2009; Kreyenfeld 2010). When
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women leave their job, even temporarily, to have children, their employment situation
suffers much more than men’s due to their role as primary caretaker and the motherhood
penalty. While flexible work arrangements may facilitate the combination of work and
family commitments, they also often come with wage and career penalties (Kaufman and
Bernhardt 2012). Despite the negative effect of the lost earnings, for women losing a job
can represent a window of opportunity for childbearing, as long as the couple can do
without a second income.

Albeit recognizing that partners make employment and family decisions together
(Misra, Budig, and Boeckmann 2011; Moen and Sweet 2004), evidence on paid work
within couples and family trajectories is rare, due mostly to data limitations (Kaufman
and Bernhardt 2012; Trimarchi and Van Bavel 2018). This paper’s aim is to fill this gap
by adopting a dyadic perspective on US couples’ employment status. I focus on seven
job constellations, based on their theoretical relevance and the number of observations:
dual earners with both partners working full-time, dual earners with one partner working
part-time, male/female breadwinners (man/woman employed and woman/man inactive),
male/female single-earners (man/woman employed and woman/man unemployed), and
dual-jobless. The first aim of the study is to investigate how moving between these
working statuses is associated with the transition to parenthood in the United States.

The paper’s second aim is to test whether the nexus between couples’ employment
status and parenthood differs across contextual macroeconomic conditions. Childbearing
decisions depend not only on current conditions but also on the perception of present and
future economic circumstances, and contextual macroeconomic conditions inform such
perceptions (Clark, Knabe, and Rätzel 2010; Kreyenfeld 2010; Kreyenfeld Andersson,
and Pailhé 2012). On the one hand, rising unemployment rates can be interpreted as a
sign that there is a higher risk of job loss or of not being able to re-enter the labor market
in the near future, thus increasing uncertainty about future economic prospects among
both the employed and the unemployed. On the other hand, the diffusion of
unemployment might make joblessness more acceptable. In that case, unemployed
individuals’ lower likelihood of entering parenthood might increase when unemployment
is high.

Exploiting the temporal and geographical variation in macroeconomic conditions
around the Great Recession, the analysis is based on the 2003–2017 waves of the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) merged with state-level unemployment rate data from
the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. The probability of having a first child is estimated
using a Linear Probability model. The study reveals that both men’s and women’s
unemployment similarly reduce the chances of entering parenthood. Both partners
working full-time is the paid work arrangement that most likely leads to a first birth in
contemporary United States. However, rising unemployment rates reduce differences
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between couples by substantially lowering the probability of a first birth among dual-
earners and not among others.

2. Background

2.1 Paid work and parenthood

Micro-level research on family dynamics has long been dominated by the neoclassical
economic paradigm of rational action, arguing that couples enter parenthood weighing
the benefits and costs based on certain fixed household preferences and a given budget
constraint (Becker 1981). The model assumes that a decline in the household’s income,
associated, for instance, with a job loss, induces couples to postpone childbearing
(income effect). Becker’s model further assumes traditional gender norms and that the
benefits of marriage and parenthood lie in gender specialization, with men working in
labor market work and women in the home. This assumption implies that labor market
losses have different effects for men and women (Durkheim 1960; Parsons 1949). Men’s
joblessness generates an immediate and future income decline that induces couples to
delay family formation. While women’s job loss also leads to an income decline, their
role as provider in the family is less important than that of men and therefore the income
effect is predicted to be smaller.

Moreover, childbearing entails an indirect substitution cost in the form of time taken
away from paid work in order to take care of the child (opportunity cost). In the medium-
to long-run this implies losses in tenure, work attachment, and career opportunities which,
as women tend to be the primary caregivers, are greater for them than for men. The
weaker a woman’s job attachment, the lower the opportunity cost of leaving the job.
Unemployment reduces this cost to zero and generates a window of opportunity for
having a child, despite the negative effect on income. Part-time employment also reduces
the opportunity cost and can be seen as a strategy to combine a second income with
childrearing (Castles 2003; Engelhardt and Prskawetz 2004; Kaufman and Bernhardt
2012). However, flexible work arrangements depend more on the employer’s discretion
than the individual’s choice and part-time jobs often come at a cost in terms of wage and
social benefit disadvantages and career progression penalties (McGinnity and McManus
2007). All in all, the link between women’s labor market attachment and childbearing is
ambiguous because the income and opportunity cost mechanisms operate against each
other and it is not clear under which conditions one or the other prevails 2 (Del Bono,
Weber, and Winter-Ebmer 2012; Lindo 2010).

2 Starting from different theoretical premises, other theories come to similar predictions about the link between
women’s employment and fertility. For instance, the Second Demographic Transition (SDT) theory posits that
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While constituting an essential point of departure in the theory of the employment-
fertility nexus, Becker’s paradigm alone is fairly limited in understanding contemporary
society. First, when both female labor force participation and labor market uncertainty
are high, single-breadwinner couples might be viewed as financially vulnerable due to
their dependency on only one income, 3  and hence as unsuited for the entry into
parenthood (Oppenheimer 1997). In a modern nuclear family system, women’s
employment might be viewed as a form of strategic insurance against the risk of loss of
the only income in the household. During recessions, women’s labor supply tends to
increase in response to the higher risk of their spouse losing their job,4 a mechanism
named ‘added worker effect’ (Lundberg 1985; Ellieroth 2019). Second, institutional and
welfare structures moderate the nexus between women’s employment and fertility by
making the two spheres more reconcilable (Pampel 2001; Billari and Kohler 2004;
Esping-Andersen 1990, 2009). Third, changing gender roles and labor market responses
to increasing female labor force participation matter 5  (Esping-Andersen and Billari
2015). The United States has retained comparatively high fertility rates despite its
relatively weak public support for families, likely because of flexible labor markets and
more egalitarian gender norms which compensate for the scarcity of welfare transfers.
The overall cost of motherhood has remained lower than in other contexts (e.g.,
Continental Europe) that are characterized by more generous family policies but more
rigid labor market structures and more traditional gender norms (Morgan 2003).

The theoretical complexity is reflected in the heterogeneity of the empirical findings
(Alderotti et al. 2021; Kreyenfeld and Andersson 2014). In Europe, some studies show
that female (as much as male) unemployment is negatively associated with first births
(Adsera 2005 and Neels, Theunynck, and Wood 2013 for cross-countries comparative
studies; Kravdal 2002 for Norway; Matysiak 2009 for Poland; Meron and Widmer 2002,
Pailhé and Solaz 2012 and Schmitt 2012 for France). However, other studies have
produced weak or null findings (Gutiérrez-Domènech 2008 for Spain; Özcan, Mayer, and
Luedicke 2010 for Germany), others positive findings (Andersen and Özcan 2021 for
Denmark; Gonzales and Jurado Guerrero 2006 on France, Germany, Italy and Spain;
Özcan, Mayer, and Luedicke 2010 for the United Kingdom; Sinyavskaya and Billingsley
2015 for Russia), and yet others divergent results depending on the women’s educational
level, age, or relationship status (Kreyenfeld 2010 for Germany; Inanc 2015 for the

women’s growing desire for professional affirmation, self-actualization, and autonomy delays motherhood
(Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa 1986; Lesthaeghe 2020).
3 A male breadwinner losing his job explains most entries into dual joblessness (Härkönen 2011).
4 Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic recession, in which women’s employment suffered the greatest losses instead
(Alon et al. 2020a).
5 The Gender Revolution Framework (GRF) argues that the negative link between women’s paid work and
childbearing is explained by the incompatibility of employment and childrearing, which could be
counterbalanced by greater equality in the household: once men fully share domestic labor and care,
childbearing will increase (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015).
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United Kingdom; Miettinen and Jalovaara 2018 for Finland; Schmitt 2012 for Germany
and the United Kingdom). In the United States, most studies find that both men’s and
women’s unemployment is detrimental to the transition to the first child (Macunovich
1996; Rindfuss, Morgan, and Swicegood 1988). In a recent study, Yu and Sun (2018)
find that the fertility response of American women to the experience of unemployment is
negative for highly educated women and positive for low-educated women. In Europe,
part-time employment is positively associated with the intention to become a mother,
especially in countries with a high prevalence of part-time work (Begall and Mills 2011).
In the United States, childlessness is much less prevalent among women working part-
time – which, however, is rare (Abma and Martinez 2006).

2.2 Partners’ paid work and parenthood

Men and women do not make employment or childbearing decisions in isolation. The
assumption of a unified household preference function, in which the household is treated
as a ‘black box’ and the dynamic of intra-household decision-making is ignored, has been
widely criticized (Pollak 1985; Samuelson 1956). Childbearing decisions are made by
the couple, and men’s and women’s employment statuses simultaneously affect these
decisions. Couples’ work arrangements vis-a-vis parenthood may follow a specialization
pattern in which one partner increases their family responsibilities while the other
increases their work commitment, or a compensatory pattern in which one partner’s job
loss or reduced work hours is compensated for by the solid, full-time job of the other
partner. Alternatively, changes in partners’ work time allocation vis-a-vis parenthood
may be independent or complementary if both partners’ work or family commitments
increase (Killewald and García-Manglano 2016).

Empirical evidence on couples’ decision-making processes shows a decline over
time in gender specialization within the household (at least before first birth), coupled
with a strong increase in assortative mating (Esping-Andersen 2009). Partners bargaining
over family–work decisions based on their relative earnings or career prospects is
increasingly the norm (Testa, Cavalli, and Rosina 2011). Partners may thus opt for a
bargaining (dual-earner) model or for a more traditional (male breadwinner) or
untraditional (female breadwinner) gender-specialized division of domestic and labor
market work (Blossfeld and Drobnic 2001).

To the author’s knowledge, there are no published studies on how couples’ labor
market position leads to first births in the United States, but there are a few on European
countries. Vignoli, Drefahl, and De Santis (2012) show that in Italy the importance to
childbearing of dual-earner couples is growing over time and that other couple job
combinations tend to result in lower fertility than for dual-earners. Jalovaara and
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Miettinen (2013) show similar results for coresidential partnerships in Finland where
partners’ dual employment encourages first births. Moreover, women’s work status and
income are at least as important as those of their partner. An equal distribution of
employment intensity between partners also favors the transition to parenthood in
Belgium (Marynissen et al. 2020). By contrast, British women’s employment negatively
affects the transition to parenthood, independently of men’s employment (Inanc 2015),
while among couples in the Netherlands, Begall (2013) finds no association between
either partners’ unemployment and the transition to first birth. Two recent metanalyses
(Matysiak and Vignoli 2008 on Europe and the United States; Alderotti et al. 2021 on
Europe) conclude that the nexus between women’s paid work and fertility risks is
overestimated if both partners’ characteristics are not taken into consideration. Finally,
the association between partners’ flexible working hours arrangements and first birth
tends to be positive, but the evidence is scarce and not from the United States. Kaufman
and Bernhardt (2012) find that Swedish men are more likely to intend to have a first child
if their partners hold a job in a workplace perceived as family-friendly, allowing for
flexible working hours and working part-time.

2.3 Unemployment spillovers

Whether unemployment has a large or small effect on childbearing may depend on the
context in which couples live, including labor market conditions. An increase in
aggregate unemployment rates and job market instability signals uncertainty (Sobotka,
Skirbekk, and Philipov 2011; Yu and Sun 2018) and affects individuals’ perception of
their working status. The economics and social psychology literature show that aggregate
unemployment has spillover effects on the well-being of both those who experience
joblessness and those who do not (Clark, Knabe, and Rätzel 2010). Those who have a job
may suffer from rising rates of unemployment because it signals an increasing risk of
becoming unemployed themselves (DeWitte 1999). Furthermore, when the labor market
is highly unstable, employees tend to experience an increasing workload and feel pressure
to commit to their job for fear of losing it, rather than embarking on family commitments
(Clark, Knabe, and Rätzel 2010).

For the unemployed, two opposite hypotheses can be formulated. High
unemployment rates signal an increasing risk of remaining jobless for a long time.
However, when unemployment is very common it may buffer the stigma of joblessness
and reduce the feeling of distress that is typical among those out of the job market (Clark
2003). These opposite mechanisms are defined in the labor economics literature as
multiplicative vs. attenuation effects of local labor market conditions on individual-level
employment status (Oesch and Lipps 2012). Depending on which of the two mechanisms
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prevails, the consequences of the experience of joblessness may be more or less negative
when unemployment spreads.

Empirical evidence shows an attenuation effect of aggregate unemployment on the
well-being of men in some European countries as well as in the United States (Cohn
1978; Dooley, Rook, and Cataluno 1987; Oesch and Lipps 2012). However, no
attenuation effect is found among women: they suffer more from their own
unemployment when unemployment rates are high (Clark, Knabe, and Rätzel 2010).
Comolli (2021) finds similar gender differences in a study of how aggregate
unemployment moderates the association between men’s and women’s occupational
mobility and the transition to the first child in the United States. Rising unemployment
rates tend to attenuate differences in the risk of fatherhood between men in upwardly and
downwardly mobile occupations. By contrast, differences among women are
accentuated: higher unemployment rates increase the risk of motherhood among
upwardly mobile women compared to the downwardly mobile. Other studies in the
United States show socioeconomic heterogeneities in the interplay between aggregate
and individual-level employment (Yu and Sun 2018), while studies in Europe offer mixed
evidence. Some show that aggregate measures are even more strongly related to first
births than individuals’ employment (Kravdal 2002 for Norway), while others find that
aggregate and individual-level employment insecurity do not reinforce each other (Lange
et al. 2014 for the Netherlands).

3. The current study

3.1 Research questions, context, and hypotheses

The study addresses two research questions. First, which couple employment
combination is more favorable to parenthood? Second, how do contextual factors affect
this nexus between couples’ labor market status and the first child? The aim of the study
is to investigate the link between couples’ paid work, varying labor market
circumstances, and parenthood, in the context of the last two decades in the United States.
The 2000s were characterized by economic growth that was interrupted by the onset of
the Great Recession in 2008, which was marked by a strong and persistent instability in
the labor market, followed by a very slow recovery after 2011.

Relative to other high-income countries, the United States is characterized by quite
high female labor force participation, a low prevalence of part-time employment, and
relatively low male and female unemployment rates. After increasing steadily during the
1980s and 1990s, female labor force participation in the United States flattened at the
beginning of the century and declined during the Great Recession years. In 2019 the share
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of women in the labor force was 71.7% (OECD data), higher than OECD average (68.8%)
but slightly lower than in the EU28 average (72.8%). The share of employed women in
part-time jobs has also been declining since the late 1990s, falling to 16.8% in 2019 (and
8.3% among men), below the OECD average of 25.4% (9.6% for men). Male and female
unemployment rates have been lower than both the OECD and the EU average throughout
the last decades (3.4% for men and 3.3% for women in 2019, OECD data) and even
slightly lower at their peak during the recession (total unemployment at 9.1% in the
United States; 10.6% in the EU, OECD data).

In terms of social and family policies, the United States scores low in international
comparison. The United States is the only high-income country without a national family
policy and the only one without a paid parental leave scheme6 (Rubin 2016). The unpaid
leave after birth is limited to 12 weeks and even workers who could afford unpaid leave
and flexible working hours are often reluctant to use them for fear of being stigmatized
as uncommitted to work (Gornick and Meyers 2003; Turco 2010). The provision of social
and family benefits is largely left to employers and is linked to work schedules: benefits
are tied to full-time employment and flexible work arrangements are discouraged
(McGinnity and McManus 2007). Mothers are thus incentivized to take short leaves and
return to full-time employment. Yet the share of stay-at-home-moms is relatively high:
27% in 2016, down only one percentage point since 1989 (Pew Research Center,
Livingston 2018). National policies also offer minimal infant childcare assistance:
services are mostly private and costly (NCES 2016). Depending on income, in 2011 the
cost of childcare ranged from 6.7% to almost 40% of total family income (Desilver 2014).
In fact, the share of families paying for childcare declined from 37% to 27% between
1990 and 2011 (Herbst 2018). However, compared to other contexts where childcare only
covers school hours, full-day childcare tends to be the norm in the United States, making
it more compatible with full-time work schedules (McGinnity and McManus 2007). The
large income and opportunity cost of parenthood suggests a polarization between two
alternative models of couple work arrangement that would likely lead couples in the
American context to enter parenthood: on the one hand, full-time dual employment
(Hypothesis 1a, H1.a), and on the other hand, the traditional male-breadwinner division
of labor (Hypothesis 1b, H1.b). In addition, as the income effect results are particularly
strong, both men’s and women’s unemployment are expected to be linked to delayed
childbearing (Hypothesis 2, H2).

Regarding the second research question on unemployment spillover, two competing
hypotheses can be formulated. The first hypothesis is that aggregate unemployment
exacerbates the negative income effect of an actual or potential job loss, thus having a
multiplicative negative effect on every type of couple (Hypothesis 3a, H3.a). The second

6 Several states have implemented family leave policies: California in 2004, New Jersey in 2009, Rhode Island
in 2014, and New York in 2018.
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is that the lower likelihood of entering parenthood in couples with a jobless partner might
be attenuated by high aggregate unemployment. When local unemployment rates rise,
the difference between the employed and the unemployed might be reduced, making
couples with one or more non-working partners more similar to dual earners (Hypothesis
3, H3.b).

3.2 Data, variables, and analytic strategy

The micro data come from the 2003–2017 waves of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics
(PSID), a biennial longitudinal survey that started in 1968. A single primary adult is the
main respondent to the questionnaire (a man, unless the household contains no adult
male). Any individual born to, adopted by, or married to a member of the original core
sample becomes part of the PSID study, and as children move out of the parental house
and establish their independent units they are interviewed as new heads of household.
Following children as they become adults is a unique survey design that helps maintain
the national representativeness, along with facilitating intergenerational studies
(McGonagle et al. 2012). Demographic, educational, and labor market information are
available for every member of the family, classified in terms of relationship to the primary
respondent, including information on the childbearing and occupational history of both
partners. Using information in the PSID on the state where the household resides,7 I
merged yearly state-level unemployment rates, retrieved from the US Bureau of Labor
Statistics. The analytic sample is composed of childless individuals in heterosexual
married or cohabiting couples interviewed between 2003 and 2017, in which the female
partner is of reproductive age (16–49) and the male partner is younger than 60. Couples
are dropped when they separate, have their first child, leave the survey, or when the
woman turns 50. Out of 2011 couples, 636 had their first child during the observed period.
Around half of the couples are observed only once, while some are observed multiple
times (around 25% of the couples are observed three times or more, Table A.1 in the
Appendix), leading to N = 4,144 observations.

The dichotomous dependent variable is equal to 1 if the couple reports having a first
child in a given wave. All independent variables are measured at the previous wave, so
between one and two years before childbirth, depending on the child’s exact birth date.
First, this time lag ensures that reversed causality does not bias estimates and, second, as
the focus here is on planned pregnancies, it accounts for the lag between labor market
changes, the decision to have a child, conception, and childbirth.8 The main couple-level

7 County-level information is unfortunately not freely available.
8 Previous studies on the US have shown that results are robust to a window between 9 and 21 months (Yu and
Sun 2018).
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independent variable is categorical and represents partners’ dyadic combination of
employment status. First, to establish the existence of a substitution mechanism and
separate it from the income effect, it is crucial to distinguish between unemployment and
inactivity (Ciganda 2015). Therefore, single-earner couples are divided into couples in
which one partner is employed and the other is unemployed, and male and female
breadwinner couples where one partner is employed and the other is inactive. Due to
sample size limitations and the lower theoretical interest, inactivity and unemployment
among dual-jobless couples are not distinguished. Second, the income and opportunity
cost effects also differ among dual-earners depending on their working hours; therefore,
couples where both partners work full-time are distinguished from couples where one
partner works full-time and one works part-time (less than 35 hours per week). Due to
sample size limitations it was not possible to further distinguish couples depending on
whether it is the man or the woman who works part-time. The categories used thus
represent couples in which both partners work full-time (dual earners FT), couples in
which one partner works full-time and one works part-time (dual earners PT),
breadwinners (male and female), single-earner couples (male and female), and dual-
jobless couples.

The aggregate-level explanatory variable is the state-level year unemployment rate
(US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2020). Demographic and macro-economic conditions
differ across states, sometimes sharply. For instance, in 2012, 18 states (e.g., Idaho,
Kansas, North Dakota, Texas, Ohio) registered an increase in fertility rates, and these
were also the states that were the least affected by the recession and where the decline in
fertility in the years prior to it was already minimal or null. On the contrary, states like
Arizona, Nevada, California and Florida, whose economy was affected more by the crisis,
have registered the largest drop in fertility rates in recent years. In 2007 most of the states
registered unemployment rates below 5%, while in 2011 the rate of unemployment in
most states was higher than 6.8% and in 18 of them it was between 8.7% and 13.4%. The
states where unemployment was higher in 2011 are in the West (California, Nevada, and
Oregon), the Midwest (Michigan and Indiana), and the South (Tennessee, North and
South Carolina, and Florida). The central states of the Great Plains were spared the major
damages of skyrocketing unemployment (FED St. Louis 2013).

Other variables influence both employment status and the entry into parenthood. All
models control for woman’s age9 (linear and mean centered) and age squared, couples’
racial homogamy (categories: both partners White, African American, or Other, or
interracial couples) and couples’ educational homogamy (categories: both partners
having at least some college or both having only a high school diploma, or only one
partner having at least some college). Table 1 reports summary and descriptive statistics

9 Women’s mean age at first birth in the sample is 27.7 years, higher than the national average of 26.3 years
(2016 estimate from CDC).
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of all variables included in the analyses. Table A-1 in the Appendix further presents
couples’ characteristics. Three quarters of the couples are married or marry at some point
during the observation period. Most couples are racially and educationally homogamous:
only 10% of couples are interracial and in more than half of the couples both partners
have at least some college education.

Table 1: Summary statistics
Variable  Obs  Mean/%  Std.Dev.  Min  Max
State unemployment rate 4,144 6.592 2.217 2.7 13.9
Woman’s age 4,144 32.092 8.081 16 49
Observations by waves

2003 516 12.45
2005 582 14.04
2007 595 14.36
2009 629 15.18
2011 588 14.19
2013 625 15.08
2015 609 14.70

First conception
Childless 3,508 84.65
Had a first child 636 15.35

Couple’s employment status
Dual earners, both partners FT 2,200 53.09
Dual earners, one partner PT 765 18.46
Male breadwinner 559 13.49
Female breadwinner 151 3.64
Man single-earner, woman unemployed 153 3.69
Woman single-earner, man unemployed 168 4.05
Dual Jobless 148 3.57

Migration
Not migrated 3,917 94.52
Migrated 227 5.48

Education
Edu homogamy: High-school 841 20.29
Only woman at least some college 720 17.37
Only man at least some college 393 9.48
Edu homogamy: at least some college 2,190 52.85

Ethnicity
Race homogamy White 2,907 70.15
Race homogamy Black 782 18.87
Race homogamy Other 90 2.17
Interracial couple 365 8.81

Marital status
Unmarried 776 18.73
Married 3,368      81.27

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data.
Note: All 50 US states are included.

Couples might move to a different state in search of better employment or family
conditions; thus it is important to control for having migrated from one state to another
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(9.6% of the couples move during the observed period, Table A-1). Since fertility is
strongly linked to marital status, with married couples more likely to have children, a
control for whether the partners are married or not is added.10 Income variables are
instead not included because they would absorb the income effect of unemployment.
Permanent income is proxied by partners’ education (Amialchuk 2013). Finally,
dummies for survey waves (when predictors are measured) are included to model time
trends in postponement of parenthood.

The probability of first birth is modeled using a Linear Probability Model (LPM)
with standard errors clustered at the couple level.11 However, the relationship between
employment and childbearing decisions is affected by a selection process. Unobserved
characteristics of men and women influence both the entrance to and exit from the labor
market, and their probability of having children. One way to (partially) overcome this
problem is to use fixed effects models where couples are used as controls for themselves
because only within-individual variation is used to estimate the effects of the covariates
on the dependent variable. Since childless couples do not experience variation, they are
excluded from the estimation, giving rise to a different source of bias. The fixed effects
estimates indicate the time to – rather than the probability of – first birth. For this reason,
fixed-effects models are reported as robustness checks in the Appendix. Additional
robustness checks include a replication of a reduced sample of older women (25+) who
are more likely to have completed education, and interactions between couples’
employment and women’s educational level to test the existence of heterogeneities across
socioeconomic groups in the link between employment and childbearing.

4. Results

Figure 1 and Table 2 show the distribution of couples’ working status combination across
survey waves. In the acute phase of the Great Recession, the proportion of dual-earner
couples declines from around 78% in 2007 to 65% in 2011, with most of the decline
concentrated in couples where one partner works part-time. Dual-jobless couples,
although remaining quite exceptional, more than triple in just two years, going from 1.7%
in 2007 to almost 6% in 2009 and 5% in 2011. During the same period, traditional male-
breadwinner couples increase from around 10% to 15%. Male single-earner couples in
which the cohabiting female partner is unemployed are much less common but still
increasing, from 3.4% to 5.6%. Female breadwinners and single-earner couples with the

10 Employment status also influences the likelihood of getting married, making marital status a mediator of the
association between couples’ working arrangement and the transition to parenthood. The Appendix reports
results without controlling for marital status.
11 Logistic models produce qualitatively identical results (not shown, available upon request).
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man unemployed also remain rare but they all increase: the latter more than doubles,
going from 2.7% in 2007 to more than 6% in 2009. These changes over time in the
distribution of couples’ employment status confirm the increasing difficulties faced by
households in the labor market during the years of the crisis. After 2011, full-time (but
not part-time) dual earners increase again, exceeding their pre-crisis share in 2017. Table
A-2 shows couples’ observed employment statuses among parents (to be) and childless
couples who do not have a child in the observed period. Parents tend to spend a lot more
time in dual employment, especially in full-time jobs, and are much less frequently
jobless or living in a single-earner couple than childless couples.

Table 2: Distribution of couples’ employment status (episodes) across waves
2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 Total

Dual earners, both partners FT N 256 310 324 342 282 321 330 402 2,567
% 50.0 53.73 55.48 55.61 49.30 53.15 54.19 59.38 54.04

Dual earners, one partner PT N 116 123 136 81 91 110 97 97 851
% 22.66 21.32 23.29 13.17 15.91 18.21 15.93 14.33 17.92

Male breadwinner N 65 85 61 75 88 77 96 84 631
% 12.70 14.73 10.45 12.20 15.38 12.75 15.76 12.41 13.28

Female breadwinner N 31 18 17 18 20 18 28 22 172
% 6.05 3.12 2.91 2.93 3.50 2.98 4.60 3.25 3.62

Man single-earner, woman
unemployed

N 18 7 20 25 32 26 21 18 167

% 3.52 1.21 3.42 4.07 5.59 4.30 3.45 2.66 3.52
Woman single-earner, Man
unemployed

N 14 16 16 38 31 28 23 28 194

% 2.73 2.77 2.74 6.18 5.42 4.64 3.78 4.14 4.08
Dual Jobless N 12 18 10 36 28 24 14 26 168

% 2.34 3.12 1.71 5.85 4.90 3.97 2.30 3.84 3.54
Total 512 577 584 615 572 604 609 677 4,750

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data. Observations are person-years.
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Figure 1: Distribution of couples’ employment status across waves

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data. Observations are person-years.

Table 3 reports the results of the linear probability multivariate regression models
of the probability of first birth. All models include couples’ employment status and mean-
centered state-level unemployment rates. Additional models with separate individual and
aggregate-level variables are presented in Table A-3. The results show that compared to
full-time dual-earners, all couples’ employment combinations display a lower probability
of parenthood in the observed period, in line with H1.a (Model 1, Table 3). However,
H1.b is not supported: changing the reference category to the traditional male
breadwinner or the couples with unemployed women in fact demonstrates that the
postponement of parenthood is equally likely in a male breadwinner couple and when the
male or female partner loses their job (Models 2–3, Table 3). As hypothesized (H2), both
men’s and women’s unemployment are equally associated with a lower probability of
entering parenthood.

Do these differences increase or shrink at various levels of the state unemployment
rate? First, on average, net of individual-level characteristics, state unemployment rates
are not relevantly associated with the probability of first birth. This might be due to the
indicator being measured at the state level and not at a more granular level such as the
county or municipality. The interaction terms between couples’ working combinations
and state unemployment rates are all positive and are particularly large for dual-earners
with one partner working part-time (Model 4, Table 3). With rising unemployment rates
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the difference between full-time and part-time dual earner couples shrinks, as the
probability of a first child in couples with one partner working part-time increases.

Table 3: Linear probability model of the probability of first birth
Model Model Model Model

(1) (2) (3) (4)

State unemployment rate –0.002 –0.002 –0.002 –0.008
(–0.010 – 0.006) (–0.010 – 0.006) (–0.010 – 0.006) (–0.018 – 0.002)

Dual earners, both partners FT (Ref) – 0.063 0.059 –
(0.034 – 0.092) (0.009 – 0.110)

Dual earners, one partner PT –0.027 0.037 0.033 –0.029
(–0.055 – 0.002) (0.003 – 0.070) (–0.021 – 0.086) (–0.057 – –0.001)

Male breadwinner –0.063 – –0.004 –0.066
(–0.092 – –0.034) (–0.058 – 0.050) (–0.096 – –0.037)

Female breadwinner 0.005 0.068 0.064 0.005
(–0.049 – 0.059) (0.011 – 0.125) (–0.005 – 0.133) (–0.049 – 0.060)

Man single-earner, Woman unemployed –0.059 0.004 – –0.063
(–0.110 – –0.009) (–0.050 – 0.058) (–0.116 – –0.009)

Woman single-earner, Man unemployed –0.025 0.038 0.034 –0.039
(–0.074 – 0.025) (–0.014 – 0.091) (–0.032 – 0.101) (–0.093 – 0.015)

Dual jobless –0.070 –0.006 –0.011 –0.071
(–0.115 – –0.024) (–0.056 – 0.043) (–0.075 – 0.054) (–0.120 – –0.022)

Dual earners, both partners FT*State unemployment rate (Ref) –

Dual earners, one partner PT*State unemployment rate 0.015
(0.002 – 0.028)

Male breadwinner*State unemployment rate 0.009
(–0.003 – 0.021)

Female breadwinner*State unemployment rate 0.001
(–0.028 – 0.029)

Man single-earner, Woman unemployed*State
unemployment rate 0.008

(–0.017 – 0.032)
Woman single-earner, Man unemployed*State
unemployment rate 0.016

(–0.007 – 0.038)
Dual jobless*State unemployment rate 0.005

(–0.013 – 0.023)
Migration 0.035 0.035 0.035 0.035

(–0.018 – 0.087) (–0.018 – 0.087) (–0.018 – 0.087) (–0.018 – 0.088)
Ethnicity
Race homogamy White (Ref) – – – –

Race homogamy Black –0.021 –0.021 –0.021 –0.021
(–0.045 – 0.003) (–0.045 – 0.003) (–0.045 – 0.003) (–0.045 – 0.003)

Race homogamy Other 0.052 0.052 0.052 0.052
(–0.031 – 0.134) (–0.031 – 0.134) (–0.031 – 0.134) (–0.030 – 0.135)

Interracial couple 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.005
(–0.034 – 0.045) (–0.034 – 0.045) (–0.034 – 0.045) (–0.035 – 0.045)

Education
Edu homogamy: High-school (Ref) – – – –

Only woman at least some college –0.012 –0.012 –0.012 –0.010
(–0.041 – 0.017) (–0.041 – 0.017) (–0.041 – 0.017) (–0.039 – 0.019)

Only man at least some college –0.002 –0.002 –0.002 0.000
(–0.036 – 0.032) (–0.036 – 0.032) (–0.036 – 0.032) (–0.034 – 0.034)

Edu homogamy: at least some college 0.049 0.049 0.049 0.050
(0.023 – 0.075) (0.023 – 0.075) (0.023 – 0.075) (0.023 – 0.076)

Woman’s age –0.010 –0.010 –0.010 –0.010
(–0.011 – –0.008) (–0.011 – –0.008) (–0.011 – –0.008) (–0.011 – –0.008)

Woman’s age squared –0.000 –0.000 –0.000 –0.000
(–0.000 – –0.000) (–0.000 – –0.000) (–0.000 – –0.000) (–0.000 – –0.000)
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Table 3: Linear probability model of the probability of first birth
Model Model Model Model

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Cohabiting (Ref) – –
Married 0.101 0.101 0.101 0.100

(0.078 – 0.123) (0.078 – 0.123) (0.078 – 0.123) (0.078 – 0.123)

2003 (Ref) – – – –
2005 –0.024 –0.024 –0.024 –0.025

(–0.069 – 0.021) (–0.069 – 0.021) (–0.069 – 0.021) (–0.070 – 0.020)
2007 –0.014 –0.014 –0.014 –0.014

(–0.057 – 0.029) (–0.057 – 0.029) (–0.057 – 0.029) (–0.057 – 0.028)
2009 –0.023 –0.023 –0.023 –0.020

(–0.078 – 0.032) (–0.078 – 0.032) (–0.078 – 0.032) (–0.075 – 0.035)
2011 –0.013 –0.013 –0.013 –0.013

(–0.061 – 0.035) (–0.061 – 0.035) (–0.061 – 0.035) (–0.060 – 0.035)
2013 –0.049 –0.049 –0.049 –0.049

(–0.091 – –0.007) (–0.091 – –0.007) (–0.091 – –0.007) (–0.091 – –0.007)
2015 –0.070 –0.070 –0.070 –0.071

(–0.111 – –0.028) (–0.111 – –0.028) (–0.111 – –0.028) (–0.112 – –0.029)
Constant 0.108 0.045 0.049 0.110

(0.064 – 0.153) (–0.002 – 0.093) (–0.010 – 0.109) (0.065 – 0.154)
Observations 4,144 4,144 4,144 4,144
R-squared 0.093 0.093 0.093 0.094

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data. Note: Robust Confidence Intervals in parentheses (clustered for couples ID in
cross-sectional models). Woman’s age and state unemployment rate mean-centered.

Figure 2 illustrates the predicted probability of having a first child across couple
type at different levels of state unemployment rate, from very low (4%) to very high
(12%). The left-hand panel shows the probability of a first birth among full- and part-
time dual earners and male breadwinners. The right-hand panel instead compares the
predicted probability of a first birth among full-time dual earners with single earner
couples where either the man or the woman is unemployed. Dual earners and male
breadwinners offer an interesting comparison, given that most couple dyads fall into these
two groups. Figure 2 shows that a relevant difference between these two types of couples
emerges at low levels of state unemployment rate. Here, both traditional male-
breadwinner couples in which the woman is inactive and part-time dual-earners display
a lower probability of first birth compared to full-time dual earners. However, at very
high levels of unemployment this difference disappears due to the sharply declining
probability of birth among full-time dual earners. Couples with a gendered division of
paid labor are not affected by aggregate unemployment, while dual-earner couples are.

The chances of becoming parents of other types of single-earner couples are also
unaffected by rising unemployment rates. I find neither a multiplicative (H3.a) nor an
attenuation (H3.b) effect on either men’s or women’s unemployment, even though I do
observe that a small advantage of dual earners over single-earners also emerges at low
levels of unemployment rate. As unemployment rises the difference disappears because
of the declining probability of birth among full-time dual-earners and the increasing
probability of birth among single earners with the male partner unemployed, in partial
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support of H3.b for men. The confidence intervals are too large to offer a clear conclusion
but, if anything, the moderating effect of aggregate unemployment acts on men’s own
unemployment and not on women’s, as previous studies suggest (Clark, Knabe, and
Rätzel 2010).

Figure 2: Predicted probability of first birth by state unemployment rate.
Cross-sectional linear probability models

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data. Confidence intervals at 95%.

Robustness checks indicate, first, that selecting a slightly older sample of women
close to finishing education (25+) does not alter the results but the negative effect of
unemployment rates on full-time dual earner couples becomes stronger, suggesting that
older individuals are more strongly affected by signals of uncertainty than younger adults
(results available upon request). Second, the higher probability of a first birth in full-time
dual-earner couples is partially mediated by couples’ marital status: couples with a more
traditional division of paid work tend to be married more often than other types of couples
and marriage is a strong predictor of parenthood (Model 3, Table A-3). Furthermore, the
difference across couples’ working statuses is only partially explained by couples’
unobserved characteristics influencing both the choice of a gendered division of paid
work and their probability of parenthood, as the difference between dual-earners and male
breadwinners persists in the fixed effects estimates (Models 7–8, Table A-3). By contrast,
for other single-earner couples with one or both partners unemployed, the association
with delayed parenthood becomes negligible once unobserved characteristics are
controlled for.

Investigating heterogeneities across couples’ educational level (Model 4, Table A-
3) demonstrates that women’s unemployment and dual joblessness are particularly
negatively associated with a first birth among couples where both partners are low-
educated. On the contrary, the lower probability of a first birth in male breadwinner
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couples compared to dual-earners is concentrated in highly educated homogamous
couples. Finally, additional analyses (results available upon request) reveal that state
unemployment rates are particularly negatively associated with the probability of first
birth among educationally heterogamous couples in which the woman is highly educated
and her partner is not.

5. Discussion

There are probably few events that are comparable to the recent coronavirus recession in
terms of economic and labor market losses. One that is often cited is the Great Recession
of 2008. An interesting early comparison of the two reveals that while in the latter (as in
all previous recessions) male unemployment tended to increase the most, during the
2020–2021 pandemic recession it was women who experienced the largest job losses in
terms of both unemployment and exit from the labor market (Alon et al. 2020a, b; Coskun
and Dalgic 2020). It is of fundamental importance to understand how households take
decisions in light of this relatively new reality of a growing female unemployment (and
inactivity) rate. The current study investigates a period prior to the coronavirus outbreak,
but focuses precisely on the comparison of men’s and women’s attachment to paid work
in relation to couples’ childbearing decisions.

The decline in childbearing rates registered in the United States in the last decade,
as in other high-income countries, has been often associated with the dramatic
deterioration of the labor market following the crisis of 2008. Studies show a negative
association between unemployment and childbearing for men but mixed, context-
dependent results for women. Yet most studies analyze the role of male and female
unemployment separately, without adopting a couple dyadic perspective. The focus of
the present study is to give an explicit account of both partners’ job statuses, based on the
assumption that, given the American context of weak family policies and costly
childcare-related services, both men’s and women’s paid work is likely to be important
in the decision to commit to parenthood. Following theoretical developments in
economics and sociology on the spillovers from others’ unemployment, this study further
investigates whether contextual labor market conditions moderate the relationship
between couples’ job status and parenthood.

Findings show, first, that full-time employment of both partners is more likely to
lead couples to have a first child compared to all other couples’ paid work combinations.
This remains true even net of unobserved couples’ characteristics, marital status, and
educational level (although it is stronger for highly educated couples). In a context of
strong income effects, couples largely rely on paid work to enter parenthood. Moreover,
women’s position in the labor market seems as relevant as that of their partner in shaping
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household childbearing decisions: both men’s and women’s unemployment is equally
negatively associated with the transition to parenthood. Second, rising rates of
unemployment tend to attenuate the difference between dual- and single-earner couples’
probability of a first birth, essentially because aggregate unemployment negatively
affects full-time dual-earners more than any other type of couple, and not because it
attenuates the social norm of working among the jobless.

The paper suffers from some limitations. First, the estimates cannot be interpreted
as causal because linear probability models could be affected by omitted variable bias
and the fixed effects model only controls for couples’ omitted characteristics that are
time-invariant. There might be couples’ characteristics that change over time and affect
both job- and family-related choices that are not included in the models, such as time
varying attitudes towards family and career among women. Second, here the focus is on
the gendered division of paid work, while unpaid domestic work, despite being important
for childbearing decisions, is left out in the interest of clarity and so as not to
overcomplicate matters. For the same reason, gender role attitudes, representing another
important determinant of work patterns and childbearing, are not included. Third, the
study focuses on planned pregnancies, while a large share of births in the United States
is still unintended (Gemmill and Hartnett 2020). Finally, it is important to acknowledge
that the focus on couples, although crucial for understanding intra-household dynamics,
neglects an important part of the process of family formation, namely partnership.
Especially in a context of economic and employment uncertainty, part of the delay in
parenthood is due to the postponement of partnership formation and its instability
(Jalovaara and Fasang 2017). Individuals with unstable careers have lower prospects in
the labor market and are less attractive in the marriage market, and are therefore less
likely to become parents. Thus, one can say that the estimates produced in the current
study represent the lower boundary of the negative influence of employment instability
on childbearing.

Despite these limitations, this article contributes to the understanding of the labor
market determinants of childbearing by bridging theoretical arguments from different
disciplines: from sociology to labor and family economics and social psychology. I argue
that a couple perspective is critical to understanding the link between paid work and
fertility dynamics in contemporary societies where the share of the female work force
increasingly resembles the males’ share. Moreover, in light of the situation in the United
States and other countries still struggling with the coronavirus pandemic and its severe
economic consequences for the economy and families, it is crucial to highlight that
women’s unemployment in contemporary societies is negatively related to parenthood,
as is men’s unemployment. The early evidence of the dramatic job losses among women
caused by lockdown, coupled with evidence on the intentions to postpone childbearing
expressed in the early months of 2020 in many countries (Luppi, Arpino, and Rosina
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2020; Kearney and Monday 2020) hint at a similar, or even greater, fertility decline in
the aftermath of the pandemic recession compared to the Great Recession.
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Appendix

Table A-1: Couples’ demographic composition
N %

Number of waves couples are observed

1 996 49.5
2 479 23.8
3 252 12.5
4 124 6.2
5+ 160 8.0

Migrated 194 9.6
Married 1,526 75.9
Couples’ education

Edu homogamy: High-school 449 22.3
Only woman at least some college 379 18.8
Only man at least some college 184 9.1
Edu homogamy: at least some college 1,074 53.4

Couples’ ethnicity

Race homogamy White 1,390 69.1
Race homogamy Black 385 19.1
Race homogamy Other 55 2.7
Interracial couple 200 9.9

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data. Number of couples in each category at some point in time. °high education is
‘at least some college’ and low education is completed high school or some non-academic training besides high school.

Table A-2: Childless couples’ and parents’ employment
Childless couples Parents Total

Dual earners, both partners FT N 1,439 761 2,200

% 49.76 60.78 53.09

Dual earners, one partner works PT N 526 239 765

% 18.19 19.09 18.46

Male breadwinner N 446 113 559

% 15.42 9.03 13.49

Female breadwinner N 104 47 151

% 3.60 3.75 3.64

Man single-earner, woman unemployed N 120 33 153

% 4.15 2.64 3.69

Woman single-earner, man unemployed N 126 42 168

% 4.36 3.35 4.05

Dual Jobless N 131 17 148

% 4.53 1.36 3.57

Total N 2,892 1,252 4,144

% 100 100 100

Source: Elaboration by the author based on PSID data. Observation-years: childless couples include only those who remain childless
for the entire observation period; parents include observations prior to parenthood.
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Table A-3: Linear probability cross-sectional and fixed effects models of the
probability of first birth. Robustness checks
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