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 The twentieth-century rise in women’s labor force participation was one of the most 

important social changes in American history. The growth in women’s market work was 

precipitated by and, in turn, contributed to a revolution in norms and expectations about 

women’s careers, the shifting workload from manual labor (“brawn”) to knowledge work 

(“brains”), and ongoing changes in marriage, fertility, and human capital investment. Writing 

this complex story—documenting it, analyzing it, and placing it into its social context—has been 

one of Claudia Goldin’s great contributions to scholarship.  

As with so many other social trends, the levels and changes in female labor force 

participation have been notably different for black and white women in the United States. Goldin 

(1977, 1990) proposes that these long-standing racial differences can, in part, be traced back to a 

“double legacy” of slavery. First, poverty and low levels of educational attainment in the black 

population after the Civil War may have had a direct effect on the labor force participation of 

black women relative to white women. In addition, slavery may have had an indirect effect by 

shaping prevailing social norms in the black community about women’s work. In particular, 

Goldin hypothesizes that because black women worked intensively under slavery, African 

Americans developed norms and expectations about women’s work that were different from 

those of most whites and that were carried into the post-Emancipation era. Goldin (1977) 

demonstrates that observable economic and demographic characteristics cannot account fully for 

black-white differences in women’s labor force participation in the immediate post-bellum 

period, a fact that is consistent with the idea of disparate social norms about women’s work by 

race. 

In this paper we explore how slavery and the intergenerational transmission of attitudes 

towards women’s work may have influenced racial differences in women’s labor force 

participation well into the twentieth century. We begin by describing changes in labor force 

participation rates among black and white women. Participation in market work is the outcome 

of a labor supply decision affected by non-labor income, market wage offers and potential social 

stigma against women’s work. Guided by this framework, we document the presence of a large 

racial gap in participation rates even after controlling for proxies for income and wages, 

suggesting that racial differences in social norms may play some role in explaining differences in 

market activity. We argue that social norms are transmitted, at least in part, within families from 

parents to children and present new evidence that daughters who were raised by working mothers 
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are themselves more likely to work. Inter-generational transmission of social norms can explain a 

third of the racial gap in female labor force participation in the early twentieth century and 

around 10 percent of the remaining gap in the mid-twentieth century. This aspect of our paper 

contributes to the growing literature on the role of culture in explaining variation in female labor 

force participation across groups (e.g., Reimers 1985, Farré and Vella 2007, Fernández and Fogli 

2009, and Blau et al. 2012).  

 

1. Trends in female labor force participation by race 

 

 In this section, we begin by presenting trends in labor force participation (henceforth 

“LFP”) among black and white women. We confirm and extend patterns that are familiar to 

readers of Goldin (1990, chapter 2). Our data are drawn from the Integrated Public Use 

Microdata Series (IPUMS, Ruggles et al. 2010), which are based on the federal Census of 

Population manuscripts. 1   Some of our analysis will focus specifically on participation by 

married women, where the changes for whites have been largest, but for the most part we present 

data for all women regardless of marital status to give a wider perspective on the range of 

women’s activities.  

 The characterization of changes in LFP over such a long period is, of course, 

accompanied by some caveats. The modern concept of labor force participation was 

implemented with the 1940 census, whereas earlier censuses collected occupational information 

for “gainful workers.”  Complete consistency between these two concepts is impossible due to 

inherent differences in their definitions and year-to-year variation in enumerator instructions and 

practices. In addition to these conceptual differences, the late nineteenth-century censuses appear 

to undercount female workers relative to later years, particularly among married white women 

living on farms and those taking in boarders in urban areas. Goldin (1990, appendix to chapter 2) 

explores this issue in depth, drawing on a variety of sources to adjust figures for 1890. She 

concludes that the LFP for married women was understated by at least 10 percentage points in 

that year; for all women (single and married), the undercount is at least 7 percentage points. Most 

of our description and analysis relies on the IPUMS-based labor force variable without 

                                                 
1 The 2010 data are from the American Community Survey.  
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modification, but we have attempted some adjustments (discussed below) to get a sense of the 

potential magnitude of miscounting. 

Figures 1A and 1B show participation rates in samples of black and white women, age 25 

to 54 from 1870 to 2010, taking the IPUMS coding of LFP at face value. In each census year, 

women are in one of four mutually exclusive categories: in the labor force and married (with 

spouse present); in the labor force and not married (or spouse not present); not in the labor force 

and not married; and not in the labor force and married. The combination of the first two groups 

yields the overall share of women in the labor force. Appendix Table A1 provides the data that 

underlie figure 1, along with some additional summary statistics.   

A few basic facts are clear from Figures 1A and 1B. First, the conventionally measured 

participation rate among black women was much higher than among white women in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. From 1870 to 1900, black LFP was around 40 percent, 

whereas white LFP was below 15 percent, with the vast majority of white workers consisting of 

unmarried women. Even in our adjusted LFP rates, discussed below, the overall white 

participation rate did not reach 40 percent until 1960, almost a full century later than for blacks.  

For perspective, it is important to recognize that the LFP rate for black women was much 

higher before Emancipation. Weiss (1999) estimates an overall participation rate for black 

women (free and slave, over age 15) of about 82 percent in 1860, compared to 35 percent in 

1870.  The sharp postwar decline does not rule out a powerful role for persistent racial 

differences in norms regarding women’s work, but it does reflect the end of coercion under 

slavery (Ransom and Sutch 1977) and may also reflect a fall in southern wages and labor 

productivity (Margo 2004).    

Second, whereas the twentieth-century rise in white women’s participation was driven 

primarily by the increasing number of married workers, the rise in overall participation among 

black women was instead due to an increasing number of unmarried workers, especially after 

1970.2 This is not because the participation rate within the group of married black women fell (to 

the contrary it increased), but rather because the share of black women who were married (with 

                                                 
2 The overall LFP among whites increased by 61 percentage points from 1900 to 2000, of which 47 points can be 
attributed to higher participation by married women (subject to caveats about undercounts of married women’s work 
circa 1900). Among blacks, the overall LFP increased by 32 percentage points from 1900 to 2000, of which only 13 
points can be attributed to married women. From 1970 to 2010, the share of married-and-working women declined 
among blacks by 8 points (despite rising participation within the married group), but this was more-than-offset by 
the growth of the not-married-and-working group in driving an increase in overall participation.  
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spouse present) declined sharply, from more than 60 percent through 1960 to just 29 percent in 

2010. Focusing exclusively on married women would miss this important aspect of black 

women’s labor market participation. Although selection into marriage is outside the focus of this 

paper, the trend among black women is likely to be connected in complex ways to the declining 

share of black men in the labor force (Wilson 1990).      

Third, and shown directly in Figure 1C, the racial gap in women’s LFP narrowed 

significantly between 1920 and 1950 (from 27 to 14 percentage points), as the white rate 

increased over this period while the black rate remained nearly constant. After 1950, both black 

and white rates rose steeply and almost in parallel until 1970. Over the next few decades, the 

overall gap narrowed again and was nearly eliminated by 1990. It is notable that the gap in LFP 

narrowed as much between 1920 and 1950 as it did between 1950 and 1990. It is worth re-

emphasizing that the entire gain in white LFP between 1920 and 1950 came from an increase in 

married workers.  

Our attempts to account for under-enumeration of women’s work, particularly on farms 

or in boarding houses, are reported in Appendix Table A2. In the microdata, we simply 

reassigned LFP for women who lived on farms or had boarders present, substituting the LFP rate 

observed in the same race/region/farm/married/boarder status cells for later census years (1920, 

1940, or 1960), all of which had more careful enumerator instructions about how to count female 

workers. For white women between 1870 and 1900, the adjusted rates are 1 to 15 percentage 

points higher, depending on the year chosen as the basis for the adjustment. Since within-cell 

rates are substantially higher in 1960 than previously (particularly on farms), using 1960 as the 

base year leads to the largest adjustments. For black women, the modifications lead to relatively 

small differences in LFP. So, while the magnitude of the racial gap at any point in time is 

sensitive to adjustments for differential undercounting of white women, it is in all cases sizable.3   

 

                                                 
3 We generated modified estimates for the early census years based on the patterns of participation recorded in 1920, 
1940, and 1960 in the microdata. We calculated LFP rates within cells defined by interactions of race, marital status, 
region (South and Non-South), farm residence, and whether boarders are present in the household. Goldin argues 
that women on farms and with boarders are most likely to be undercounted in the early censuses. So, we apply the 
later cell-specific LFP rates (from 1920, 1940, or 1960) to women in earlier census years who lived on farms or had 
boarders in their household (and were head or spouse-of-head of household).  
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Stigma and the rise of women’s LFP 

Goldin explains that, “The social stigma against wives working in paid manual labor 

outside the home is apparently widespread and strong… The stigma is a simple message. Only a 

husband who is lazy, indolent, and entirely negligent of his family would allow his wife to do 

such labor” (1995, p. 71). In a static model of women’s labor supply, building on Gronau (1977), 

Goldin (1995) shows how such a stigma may affect a woman’s likelihood of entering the labor 

force. The key idea is simply that when the household’s utility loss from this stigma is greater 

than the utility gain from working outside the home, then a woman will not enter the labor force.  

In this framework, a higher level of stigma would lead to a lower rate of labor force 

participation for married women, all else the same. A higher level of family income, conditional 

on existing levels of stigma, would also lower the likelihood of a wife’s participation in the labor 

market because the utility gain from her marginal income would be low (e.g., a high income 

husband is unlikely to have a wife working in a factory).4 On the other hand, a higher market 

wage for women, perhaps associated with higher levels of (or returns to) education or 

experience, would tend to pull women into the labor force. 

For white women, rising levels of education and the growing availability of “clean jobs” 

offered the opportunity to work without incurring the stigma associated with physically 

demanding or dirty tasks. Figure 2A shows the occupational distribution for white women, 

including a category for not-in-labor-force to provide a broad view of the range of women’s 

activities. It is striking that white women’s participation increased almost in lockstep with the 

rise in white-collar work (professional, clerical, manager, and sales occupations). Clerical work 

was a key component of this growth up to 1970 (see Appendix Table A3 for underlying data), 

and clerical sector experience early in a woman’s career was relatively conducive to persistent 

labor force participation (Goldin 1989). Even women who left the workforce to raise children 

found that they could re-enter clerical jobs later in life.  

The rise of black women’s labor force participation over the twentieth century was 

associated with some of the same forces that influenced white women, but this rise also differed 

in key respects. One important difference is that black women completed high school in large 

                                                 
4 A goal of Goldin (1995) is to explain not only the twentieth-century rise in women’s LFP, but also the apparent 
decline in the late nineteenth century. The model with stigma attached to women’s manual labor predicts that, as 
average income rises in the late nineteenth century, women’s LFP will fall, thereby explaining the downward 
portion of the U-shaped pattern. 
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numbers a full generation after white women. This educational delay was due, in large part, to 

the black population’s concentration in the South, which lagged behind the rest of the country in 

education in general and under-supplied schools for black children (Collins and Margo 2006).  

As a result, a relatively small share of black women was prepared for office work in the early 

twentieth century. In addition, discrimination against black women in clerical work delayed the 

rise in black women’s work in this sector until the 1960s even as their educational attainment 

increased (Sundstrom 2000).5  Figure 2B shows that the rise in black women’s LFP did coincide 

with a rise in white-collar work, but only after 1950. The jump in black women’s clerical 

employment from 4 percent of all black women in 1960 to 18 percent by 1980 is especially 

noteworthy (Appendix Table A4); this includes a sizable increase in government employment 

from 1.6 to 5.3 percent of all black women. 

A second salient feature of Figure 2B is that black women were heavily concentrated in 

agriculture and domestic service until the latter part of the 20th century, exactly the kind of 

arduous labor that was heavily stigmatized for married white women.  Thus, not only were black 

women far more likely to be in the labor force than white women, but they were also far more 

likely to endure difficult working conditions once in the labor force.  One possible explanation 

for the gap in women’s LFP is that black families were poorer than white families, implying that 

the marginal income from female employment was more valuable. In combination with low 

levels of human capital and labor market discrimination, this would lead to a concentration of 

black women in “dirty jobs.” Another potential explanation is that the stigma associated with 

married women’s work applied to a smaller share of black women because fewer black women 

were married. In addition, women’s work in arduous tasks may have been less subject to stigma 

in the black community, which leads us back to Goldin’s hypothesis—that the historically high 

rates of women’s work under slavery may have shaped attitudes towards married women’s work 

in the black community.  We explore this hypothesis in more detail in the next two sections. 

 

                                                 
5 Goldin (1990, p. 147) cites the prevalence of racial discrimination in clerical employment revealed in a 
Women’s Bureau survey of firms in 1940.  
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2. Observables and racial differences in LFP, 1870-2010 

 This section explores the extent to which differences in observables can account for the 

racial gap in LFP over the last 140 years. In a simple model of labor supply, a person’s decision 

to enter the labor force depends on a comparison of the available market wage and the person’s 

reservation wage. The reservation wage, in turn, depends on the level of non-labor income, 

wealth, costs associated with taking up work, and preferences. Therefore, one might expect large 

racial differences in women’s labor force participation to be accounted for by differences in 

education, location, family composition, and household economic characteristics. We argue that 

the portion of the gap in LFP that cannot be explained by these socio-economic factors may be 

due to unobservable differences in the stigma associated with market work between white and 

black populations.  

 The 1870 Census of Population is an especially interesting place to start our 

investigation. It is, of course, the first post-Emancipation census, and unlike all subsequent 

censuses, it includes information about the value of personal and real property (i.e., wealth). 

Goldin (1977) collected a random sample of census manuscripts from 7 southern cities in 1870 

(and 1880), and found that large black-white differences in LFP remained after adjusting for 

differences in observable characteristics. We use the national IPUMS 1-percent sample for 1870 

to present simple regressions that confirm Goldin’s conclusion in a broader dataset, yield some 

additional insights, and dovetail with our analysis for later years. 

 Given the scarcity of individual wage and non-wage income data in this period, we do not 

attempt to estimate a standard labor supply equation.6 Rather, our goal is simply to determine 

whether an extensive set of personal and household observables can account for the large 

difference in black and white LFP rates. These observables may control for a large part of 

slavery’s “direct effect” on labor market behavior, operating through low family income, wealth, 

place of birth, education, and family structure. The residual difference in LFP may then reflect 

differences in social norms or expectations about women’s work outside the home, potentially an 

“indirect” product of slavery. Of course, given the scope for omitted variables and endogeneity, 

interpreting the residual requires caution and qualification. For example, black women may be 

                                                 
6 In addition to Goldin (1990), see Fraundorf (1979) and Rotella (1980) for efforts to estimate women’s 
labor supply equations with historical data.  A large literature on the topic emerged in the 1960s, 
including notable contributions from Mincer (1962) and Bowen and Finegan (1969). See Heckman and 
Killingsworth (1986) for a review of this literature and Blau and Kahn (2007) for more recent evidence. 
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more likely to work than white women (controlling for observables) because they expect a higher 

likelihood of marital instability or believe that their husbands have a higher risk of 

unemployment or mortality, expectations that we cannot observe in the census data.  

 Table 1 reports coefficients from separate linear probability model regressions of LFP on 

an indicator for race (black=1) in 1870.7  The base sample in Panel A includes all women, age 25 

to 54; Panel B presents results for a subsample of married women. Within each panel, we 

estimate separate regressions for samples from the entire U.S., the South, and the non-farm South 

to see if narrowing the basis of comparison affects the main results. Column 1’s specification 

includes only the race dummy, reflecting the unadjusted racial difference in participation rates. 

Column 2 adds fixed effects for state of birth and age, our limited set of clearly exogenous 

background variables. Column 3 adds controls for several other observables, including literacy, 

the number of own children in the household (separate categorical variables for children under 

and over 5 years of age), city-resident status, farm-resident status, household wealth (four 

categories), and husband’s status (9 occupational categories and a no-husband-present category).  

 Among women in the South, the racial difference in LFP is approximately 32 percentage 

points in 1870. Our extensive set of control variables and fixed effects account for very little of 

the racial difference, approximately 5 percentage points out of 32. The levels are slightly 

different in the other rows of Panel A (all U.S. and non-farm South), but the basic story is 

unchanged: observables account for little of the large racial gap in women’s labor force 

participation in the wake of the Civil War.   

 Among married women who reside with their spouse, the magnitude of the base racial 

gap is smaller (Panel B, column 1) than in Panel A. This sample composition effect reflects both 

the relatively high level of participation among unmarried black women and the relatively large 

share of unmarried women among blacks. Adjusting for observables can explain more of the 

racial LFP gap for married women in Panel B than for all women in Panel A. Nonetheless, the 

residual gap in women’s LFP is still greater than 15 percentage points, more than half of the 

                                                 
7 The analyses in Tables 1 and 2 are pooled regressions (black and white women) with a race indicator and controls 
for observables. The coefficient on the race indicator can be interpreted as the “unexplained” portion of a version of 
the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition in which the intercepts for each group are constrained to be equal but opposite.  
See Fortin (2008) for elaboration.  In this setting, we see that the unexplained portion of the gap is large relative to 
the overall gap in LFP.  We have implemented a version of this decomposition with a detailed breakdown within the 
explained and unexplained categories such that the breakdown is invariant to the choice of omitted categories (Jann 
2008).  Much of the unexplained portion of the gap is located in the differences in the constant terms, as opposed to 
differences in responsiveness to observables. 
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unadjusted gap. The large residual gap is notable because the 1870 data provide a measure of 

household wealth, which is typically an omitted variable in contemporary studies of women’s 

labor force participation.8 The presence of a large residual gap in women’s LFP is, as Goldin 

(1977) found, consistent with differences in social norms or stigma associated with women’s 

work by race, which may be an indirect legacy of slavery.  

 The “unexplained” gap in women’s labor force participation persisted for more than 100 

years, although this residual narrowed alongside the overall gap. Figure 3A plots three sets of 

coefficients from regressions that are similar to those described above for a national sample of 

black and white women: one plot simply shows the difference in black-white LFP at each census 

date (unadjusted), whereas the other two show adjusted differences in LFP rates (i.e., the 

coefficient on black, conditional on observables). One of the adjusted plots begins in 1940 

because that year is the first in which we can observe women’s educational attainment in detail 

(as opposed to just “literacy” in earlier years).9  Censuses after 1870 do not provide measures of 

wealth, but husband’s occupation and the other covariates should capture wealth differences to 

some extent.10   

Consistent with earlier depictions of LFP levels, Figure 3A documents a large but 

declining unadjusted difference in black-white LFP. The new information in this graph is 

conveyed by the plots showing the size of the racial gap conditional on observables. Until 1930, 

controlling for observables makes little difference in the size of the racial gap. Around mid-

century (1940-70), observable differences begin to account for a larger portion of the gap, both 

absolutely and relative to the gap’s unadjusted size. By 1990, however, the overall black-white 

gap is very small by historical standards, and, in contrast to the earlier years, adjustments for 

observables tend to increase the racial gap.11    

                                                 
8 Relative to households with zero wealth (about one quarter of the sample) and controlling for other observables 
(including husband’s status), women from wealthier households were more likely to be in the labor force, though the 
coefficients vary across the subsamples of Table 1.  This could simply reflect the endogeneity of household wealth 
with respect to women’s past work.    
9 For the “adjusted” plot that runs from 1880 to 2010 we have a literacy variable in all specifications. Up to 1930, 
this is based on the ability to read and write, as reported by the census enumerator. From 1940 onward, when the 
census did not inquire about literacy but did inquire about educational attainment, we code women as literate if they 
went beyond fourth grade.  
10 Results from the fully specified regressions for married women in 1870 are not much different if the categorical 
wealth controls are omitted.  
11 Starting in 1940, we are able to add more detailed educational attainment variables as controls (up to this point, 
literacy is the only human capital variable). Higher educational attainment is associated with higher labor force 
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For reference, at 20-year intervals, coefficients for key variables from linear probability 

models of LFP are reported in Table 2, where the omitted “husband category” consists of women 

who were “single, never married.”  By 1940, there is a strong positive link between educational 

attainment and LFP, even after controlling for husband’s occupation. Relative to never-married 

women, LFP for married women declines from 1880 to 1920 across all categories of husbands’ 

occupations and then reverses, such that by 2000 the differences between married and unmarried 

women are small by historical standards.  Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions corresponding to the 

regression specifications in Table 2 are reported in Appendix Table A5. 12  In this setting, 

differences in husband’s presence and occupation may account for some portion of the racial 

difference in women’s LFP, which is consistent with the expectation that for most of U.S. history 

single women and women married to men in relatively low-earning occupations are more likely 

to work for pay than others.  The estimated contribution ranges from 4 percentage points in the 

early 20th century to 7 percentage points in 1960, but differences in other observables tend to 

have little explanatory power.  As noted earlier, given that education is positively associated with 

LFP, racial differences in educational attainment cannot explain the relatively high level of black 

women’s participation.     

  Figure 3B shows that the racial gap in the likelihood of working “dirty jobs” was large 

throughout most of the twentieth century, even with controls for marital status, husband’s 

occupation, number of children, birthplace, and literacy or highest grade of education. In the 

cross sections from 1940 onward, we see that controlling for years of educational attainment 

accounts for a sizable share of the gap, though a nontrivial share remains unexplained despite a 

pronounced decline in agricultural and household-service employment as a share of all women’s 

work (Bailey and Collins 2006).13   

 For at least 100 years after Emancipation, black women participated in the labor force at 

significantly higher rates than white women. Prior to 1950, observable characteristics fail to 

                                                                                                                                                             
participation rates. In each year, black women lower educational attainment (on average) than white women. 
Therefore, adjusting for educational attainment tends to increase the coefficient on the black indicator variable. 
12 The usual caveats about decompositions apply here, as well.  See Fortin, Lemieux, and Firpo (2011) for an 
extended discussion.  In addition to the mechanical (but important) issues related to the choice of coefficient vectors, 
omitted categories, and linear versus non-linear methods, we note that several of the variables in our regressions are 
likely endogenous to women’s labor force participation.  We discuss the decomposition results for descriptive 
purposes. 
13 Restricting the sample to non-Hispanic whites has little impact on the size of the conditional gap in the late 20th 
century relative to what is shown in Figure 3B. 
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account for most of this gap, suggesting that something else that is correlated with race mattered, 

and that it mattered more in the decades immediately after the Civil War than later in the 

twentieth century. Results from 1870 indicate that differences in wealth alone cannot explain the 

difference in LFP. Differences between blacks and whites in the strength of the stigma against 

married women’s work, reflecting an indirect legacy of slavery, might help account for this 

pattern. To be persuasive, this influence would have to be found to persist across generations. 

The next section looks for traces of intergenerational transmission in attitudes towards women’s 

work.  

 

3. Evidence on intergenerational transmission 

 

Thus far, we have presented indirect evidence that social norms contributed to the 

generation and perpetuation of the racial gap in female LFP. In particular, we interpreted the 

presence of a residual in a regression of women’s LFP on a set of socio-economic traits as 

suggestive evidence that other factors, including social norms, are needed to explain the racial 

participation gap. In this section, we present more direct evidence about the role of social norms 

in sustaining the racial gap in women’s work behavior over time. We argue that social norms are 

transmitted, in part, within families from parents to children. We then demonstrate an association 

between the work activity of mothers and their daughters in two contexts, one in the late 

nineteenth century, a generation after Emancipation, and one in the mid-twentieth century. We 

find that the link between mothers’ and daughters’ behavior is large enough to explain up to a 

third of the remaining black-white gap in female LFP. 

Distinct social norms arise within subgroups of the population and these differences can 

be sustained over time through intergenerational transmission. Children develop attitudes about 

women’s work (and many other social phenomena) through interaction with their parents and by 

learning from role models in their wider environment (Moen, et al., 1997). These norms may be 

transmitted tacitly, as young women observe the work behavior of their mother and others in the 

older generation, or they may be actively conveyed through conversation and exhortation. 

A series of recent papers has investigated the role that “culture,” broadly defined as 

beliefs or preferences, plays in explaining differences in women’s market work across groups 

(Fernandez and Fogli, 2009; Blau, Kahn, Liu and Papps, 2012; Farré and Vella, 2007). Beliefs 
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about the appropriate scope of women’s work may be held by the individual and thus influence 

her behavior directly, and/or may be held by her family or peers and influence her behavior 

through concern about social rewards and punishments. Defined in this way, the concept of 

“culture” is quite similar to the notion of social norms that we employ throughout the paper. 

Social norms about women’s work develop in a particular economic context; in the case 

of African-Americans, for example, these attitudes may have been shaped by work patterns on 

slave plantations. As a result, it is an empirical challenge to disentangle the effect of culture on 

female LFP from the role of economic conditions. For this reason, the recent literature has 

focused on the work behavior of immigrant women. Immigrants leave the economic environment 

in which their preferences were first formed but may still carry with them specific attitudes or 

norms shaped in their source country. Consistent with this hypothesis, Fernandez and Fogli 

(2009) show that the LFP of immigrant women is correlated with lagged female LFP in their 

source country, and Blau, et al. (2012) find an association between the LFP of first- and second-

generation immigrant women from the same country of origin. 

Existing work on the role of culture in women’s LFP combines all sources of preference 

formation, including transmission within the family and within the broader social environment, 

into a single estimate. In the next two exercises, we focus on one aspect of preference formation 

– namely, intergenerational transmission of norms within the family, particularly between 

mothers and daughters.  

 

Nineteenth-century data 

We begin by investigating the work behavior of the generation of daughters born 

immediately after Emancipation. We focus on the birth cohorts of 1866 to 1884, members of 

which were old enough to participate in the labor force in 1900. For this group, we ask whether 

women whose mothers were born into slavery were themselves more likely to engage in market 

work in adulthood. Data are drawn from the 5 percent IPUMS sample of 1900. Although 

mother’s slave status is unknown, we assume that black daughters whose mothers were born in 

the South are the direct descendants of slaves (see also Sacerdote, 2005).14 

 In particular, we estimate: 

                                                 
14 The youngest daughter in the sample was 16 years old in 1900. As long as her mother was 20 years old 
at the time of her birth, her mother would have been born under slavery. 



 13

 

I(daughter works) =  α + β1 I(black) + β2 I(mother born in South) +                   (1) 

β3 [I(mother born in South) * I(black)] + γ1 I(born in South)  

+ γ2 [I(born in South) * I(black)] + (X') Δ  + ε. 

 

The dependent variable is an indicator equal to one if the daughter participates in the labor force 

in 1900. β3 compares the work behavior of the descendants of slaves to that of black women 

whose mothers were born outside of the South (and, thus, presumably outside of slavery). 

Daughters of former slaves differ from daughters of free blacks both in their social norms about 

the value and suitability of women’s work and also, perhaps, in other aspects of family 

background such as accumulated wealth. β3 estimates the net effect of these various differences 

between the descendants of slave and free blacks. 

Daughters of southern-born mothers are themselves more likely to live in the South. We 

therefore control for the daughter’s own place of birth (alone and interacted with race) to account 

for contemporaneous regional differences in industrial composition or agricultural practice that 

may influence women’s labor force participation. We also include a quadratic in age and a 

dummy variable for literacy in the vector X. 

Results for this estimation are reported in Table 3. The first column uses an expansive 

definition of the South, while the second column excludes the “border states.”15 In both cases, we 

find that daughters whose mothers spent their first few decades (or more) under slavery are 

themselves 5 to 9 percentage points more likely to be in the labor force, even after controlling for 

daughter’s region. The relationship is stronger if we contrast daughters whose mothers grew up 

in the Deep South to mothers who grew up either under freedom or in a border state. In the early 

twentieth century, black women were 27 percentage points more likely than white women to be 

in the labor force (see Figure 1C). Our estimates imply that up to 33 percent of the black-white 

gap in female LFP can be attributed to the inter-generational effects of slavery, which include 

                                                 
15 The expansive definition of the South includes all states in the three southern Census regions. The 
narrower definition excludes the District of Columbia, Delaware, Maryland, Missouri, Oklahoma and 
West Virginia. Despite the fact that slavery was legal in the border states, the slave population in these 
areas was unlikely to work on large plantations or in the cultivation of cotton where the norm of women’s 
work was the most well-developed (Jones, 1985). 
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both the direct effect of slavery on attitudes towards women’s work and the indirect effect of 

slavery on household wealth (= 9/27). 

Columns 3 and 4 provide suggestive evidence that mother’s slave status influences 

daughter’s work behavior through transmission of social norms, rather than through the indirect 

effect of slavery on later socio-economic status. Column 3 considers an older cohort of daughters 

born between 1836 and 1855. Members of this cohort were themselves old enough to have 

worked as slaves and absorbed the associated social norms about women’s work. Therefore, after 

controlling for daughter’s own place of birth, we do not expect mother’s place of birth to have an 

additional effect on daughter’s work behavior due to the transmission of social norms – and, 

indeed, we find no association between mother’s slave status and daughter’s labor force 

participation in this older cohort. Column 4 looks instead at sons born after Emancipation. We do 

not expect a mother’s slave status to influence her son’s propensity to work given the strong 

norm of near-universal male LFP in both the slave and non-slave economy. Reassuringly, 

mother’s slave status has no effect on son’s behavior either. 

 

Mid-twentieth century data 

The nineteenth century data allows us to observe work behavior of the descendants of 

slaves and free people in the first generation after Emancipation. It is also of interest to assess 

whether the social norms associated with slavery persisted beyond the first generation of black 

women and can help explain the racial gap in LFP in the second or third generation after slavery. 

For this, we examine data from the first cohort of young women in the National Longitudinal 

Survey (NLS), which was initiated in 1968. These women (the daughters, in our analysis) were 

born between 1944 and 1954; their mothers were typically born between 1910 and 1930. In other 

words, many of their mothers belonged to the second generation after Emancipation, while they 

belong to the third (or fourth) generation. 

At the survey’s inception, women were asked a series of questions about their family 

background, including whether or not their mother worked for pay during their own teenage 

years. Women are then re-surveyed and asked to report on aspects of their own work and family 

life every three years. We investigate a series of associations between the work behavior of a 

mother and her daughter, asking: Does growing up with a working mother change a daughter’s 

expectations about working for pay? Are women whose mothers worked during their formative 
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years more likely to work themselves? And is this relationship equally strong for all women or is 

it particularly powerful for black women, perhaps because the values transmitted by a working 

mother are reinforced by more affirming attitudes towards women’s work the wider black 

community? 

We address these questions in a set of regressions relating a daughter’s work behavior to 

an indicator for whether or not her mother worked when she was 14 years old. In particular, we 

estimate: 

 

Daughter’s behavioriy =  α + β I(black)i + γ1 I(mother worked at age 14)i +                 (2) 

γ2 [I(mother worked)i * I(black)i] + (X1i ') Δ + (X2iy') Θ + εiy 

 

Our main dependent variable is an indicator variable equal to one if daughter i works for pay in 

calendar year y. We estimate this relationship in six separate years, beginning in 1977 when the 

typical respondent was 28 years old and ending in 1993, when she was 44 years old. We also 

consider other aspects of a daughter’s work and family life that could be influenced by her 

mother’s work behavior, including her expectations about engaging in market work in 1968 (at 

the modal age of 19) and her marital and fertility history. 

 The explanatory variable of interest is an indicator for whether a respondent’s mother 

worked for pay when she was 14 years old (in the modal year of 1963). We interact this indicator 

with a race variable equal to one for black respondents to test whether the association between 

mother’s and daughter’s work behavior was stronger in the black community. In some 

specifications, we also include vectors of family background characteristics (X1i) or 

contemporaneous measures of a daughter’s economic circumstance (X2iy). The family 

background characteristics include mother’s educational attainment and an indicator for whether 

the daughter had a library card at age 14, a common measure of family resources and 

commitment to education.16  Contemporaneous economic measures consist of the daughter’s 

educational attainment, her marital status and the presence of children in her household. All 

regressions are weighted to account for the fact that the NLS oversampled poor households. 

 Table 4 reports characteristics for the 3,565 daughters in our sample, 24 percent of whom 

are black. In 1977, at the average age of 28, 55 percent of the white women and 61 percent of the 

                                                 
16 Estimates are qualitatively unchanged when we also include father’s educational attainment and homeownership. 
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black women were in the labor force, a six percentage point gap in participation by race. By 

1991, when the typical respondent was 42 years old, the labor force participation rate rose to 72 

percent for whites and 74 percent for blacks. 

 The racial gap in LFP was larger among mothers of sample women: 36 percent of white 

mothers and 50 percent of black mothers worked for pay when their daughters were 14, in the 

modal year of 1963. These figures, which are derived from daughters’ recollections in the first 

survey period (1968), match labor force participation rates for married women for this year 

reasonably well (according to interpolations between the 1960 and 1970 census years, 35 percent 

of white married women and 45 percent of black married women were in the labor force in 

1963). 

Our family background measures reveal large differences in the socio-economic status of 

the households in which white and black respondents were raised. Only 50 percent of black 

women held a library card at age 14, compared to 79 percent of white women, and the mothers of 

black women had two fewer years of education than their white counterparts (9.2 versus 11.2 

years). By the daughters’ generation, the racial gap in educational attainment had declined but 

had not disappeared entirely. Black daughters completed one fewer year of schooling than white 

daughters (12.4 versus 13.4 years). In addition, black daughters were more likely to have 

children in the twenties (despite little difference in the probability of ever having a child), and 

were less likely to be married both in their twenties and in their thirties. 

Table 5 investigates the relationship between a daughter’s labor force participation and 

her mother’s work behavior in 1977 at the average age of 28. Model 1 contains only  dummy 

variables for race and for having a working mother during one’s teenage years, and the 

interaction between the two. We find that daughters of working mothers are 3.4 percentage 

points more likely to be working themselves at age 28; this relationship is statistically significant 

at the 10 percent level. Having a working mother has an even stronger effect on one’s own 

propensity to be in the labor force for black women although the interaction between race and 

mother’s work cannot be statistically distinguished from zero. 

 A conservative read of these estimates suggest that eight percent of the black-white labor 

force participation gap in 1977 can be explained by inter-generational transmission of labor force 

behavior from mother to daughter. Black mothers were 14 percentage points more likely than 

white mothers to be in the labor force in 1963, and, by our estimate, women with working 
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mothers are 3.4 percentage points more likely to be in the labor force themselves. Together, these 

figures imply that inter-generational transmission can explain eight percent of the black-white 

participation gap in 1977 (= [0.14 mother’s gap * 0.034 effect of mother’s work] / 0.06 gap). If 

we instead allow for the fact that mother’s work may have had a stronger effect on black 

daughters, albeit one that cannot be estimated precisely in a sample of this size, differences in 

mother’s work behavior can account for up to 33 percent of the black-white gap in 1977.17 

Model 2 controls for our family background measures to account for the fact that growing 

up with a working mother may be an indication of a family’s socio-economic circumstances, 

which could itself influence a daughter’s propensity to work, either through attitudes or through 

a daughter’s acquisition of human capital. Daughters from families of higher socio-economic 

status – those with a library card or those whose mother attended or graduated from high school 

– are more likely to work, perhaps because they have more skills and thus can earn higher wages 

for doing so. However, these factors have no effect on the core relationship between mother’s 

and daughter’s propensity to work.18 

Model 3 controls for a daughter’s own educational attainment to assess whether mother’s 

work behavior has a direct effect on a daughter’s LFP beyond any indirect effects it may have on 

a daughter’s human capital acquisition. 19  Daughters who have graduated from high school 

(college) are 13 (26) percentage points more likely to be in the labor force than are high school 

dropouts. Yet, adding daughter’s educational attainment to the model does not weaken the 

relationship between mother’s work behavior and daughter’s labor force attachment. However, 

we do note that accounting for a daughter’s educational attainment eliminates any association 

between our family background measures and a daughter’s propensity to be in the labor force, 

suggesting that the relationship between socio-economic status and labor force participation 

operates through investments in human capital.  

Model 4 demonstrates that a daughter’s labor force participation is strongly related to her 

own family circumstance. Daughters with children in the household are 35 percentage points less 

                                                 
17 The effect of mother’s work on daughter’s work behavior is 0.012 in the white population (= 0.36 percent of 
mothers working * 0.034 effect of mother’s work) and 0.032 in the black population (=0.50 percent of mothers 
working * [0.034 + 0.031] effect of mother’s work). This 2 percentage point racial gap (= 0.032 – 0.012) can 
account for one third of the observed 6 percentage point participation gap in 1977. 
18 Model 2 requires us to drop the 338 women who do not report their library card ownership or their mother’s 
education level. Results are nearly unchanged if we re-run Model 1 for this reduced sample. 
19 A daughter’s educational aspirations could be directly influenced by her mother’s work behavior; in this sense, 
educational attainment is an endogenous variable (as are marital and fertility history in Model 4). 
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likely to be currently in the labor force. Daughters who never married (or who are widowed or 

divorced) are 12 (26) percentage points more likely to be in the labor force than are those who 

are currently married. Somewhat surprisingly, accounting for a daughter’s domestic situation 

increases the association between a daughter’s and her mother’s labor force participation by 60 

percent. This pattern is consistent with findings below demonstrating that daughters of working 

mothers are more likely to be currently married and to have a child living at home.  

Thus far, we have considered the effect of a mother’s work behavior on her daughter’s 

outcomes in 1977 when daughters were in their mid- to late-twenties. The influence of one’s 

mother’s example may be strongest in these years because daughters are still relatively young 

and thus turning to their parents for guidance. In addition, women’s labor force participation 

tends to increase over the lifecycle as their children age, leaving less scope for individual factors 

(like differences in mother’s work behavior) to generate differences in outcomes (Goldin, 1990).  

Figure 4 graphs the estimated effect of having a working mother on a daughter’s 

propensity to be in the labor force according to the baseline specification (Model 1) in six survey 

years: 1977, 1982, 1985, 1988, 1991 and 1993. We find a strong and stable association between 

a mother’s work behavior and her daughter’s labor force attachment in the years in which the 

daughter is most likely to have young children at home (at the average ages of 28, 33 and 36). 

However, at older ages, a daughter’s labor force participation is no longer related to her mother’s 

work behavior. The coefficient on mother’s work at age 14, as well as the interaction between 

mother’s work and race, fall nearly to zero for daughters between the ages of 39 and 45. 

Table 6 explores the channels through which a mother’s work behavior influences her 

daughter’s own labor force attachment. Following Goldin (2006), we suspect that having a 

working mother changes daughters’ expectations about the course of their own lives. Rather than 

presuming that they will marry and specialize in home production, daughters of working mothers 

may expect that they too will work outside of the home, as their mothers did. As a result, they 

may be more likely to invest in human capital to increase the return to this market work and may 

delay marriage until after completing their schooling. 

We find some evidence consistent with these conjectures but other patterns that are quite 

contrary to them. As expected, column 1 demonstrates that daughters of working mothers are 5.4 

percentage points less likely to expect that they will be employed as a housewife when they 

reach the age of 35. These expectations are elicited in the first survey wave when the daughters 
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are, on average, 19 years old. Yet despite holding more ambitious expectations in their teenage 

years, daughters of working mothers do not attain more years of education. Even more 

surprisingly, mother’s work is associated with a higher probability of ever marrying and, among 

those who do marry, with earlier ages of first marriage and first child birth (by 0.5 to 0.7 of a 

year).20 This relationship holds even after controlling for other family background measures.  

The positive association between mother’s work and early marriage is somewhat of a 

puzzle. Perhaps daughters whose mothers worked outside of the home have adopted a more 

equitable view of marriage and do not associate marriage with specialization in home production. 

In that case, the cost of marrying in terms of foregone earnings or independence would be lower 

and therefore these daughters would be more likely to marry and to do so at younger ages. 

Alternatively, this early marriage may simply reflect the fact that poorer families are more likely 

to have two working parents and that daughters from a lower socio-economic status background 

are more likely to marry and engage in childbearing at younger ages. 

 

4. Conclusion 
 
 Large racial differences in women’s labor force participation persisted for more than 100 

years after the Civil War.  Following Goldin (1977), we hypothesize that these differences might, 

in part, reflect an indirect legacy of slavery that operated through differences in norms about 

women’s work in arduous occupations.  We find that well into the twentieth century only a 

portion of the racial difference in women’s LFP (or in their work specifically in physically 

demanding jobs) can be attributed to differences in observable characteristics, which is 

consistent with there being some role for differences in norms. 

 Two separate analyses advance the hypothesis that such norms may be transmitted inter-

generationally and, therefore, may have been long-lived.  In 1900, it appears that women born to 

ex-slaves were significantly more likely than other black women to be in the labor force.  Later 

in the twentieth century, the NLS data reveal that daughters of working mothers were more likely 

to work themselves even when controlling for a number of background characteristics.  Although 

                                                 
20 That daughters of working mothers marry at younger ages (and, for this reason, are less likely to be in the labor 
force) explains why controlling for marital status augments the relationship between mother’s work and daughter’s 
labor force participation in Table 5. 
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imprecisely estimated, the point estimates suggest this relationship might have been stronger 

among black women than among whites. 

 The structural transformation of the US economy and rapid gains in educational 

attainment greatly expanded the scope for women’s work in relatively “clean” jobs.  

Participation rates for both white and black women increased as white collar jobs became more 

prevalent such that by the end of the twentieth century, the racial gap in women’s labor force 

participation had greatly narrowed.  A residual difference remained in terms of employment in 

more arduous occupations, perhaps a last trace of a long-standing difference in norms with 

respect to such work. 
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Figure 1A: White Women’s Labor Force Participation, 1870-2010 
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Figure 1B: Black Women’s Labor Force Participation, 1870-2010 
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Figure 1C: Levels and Gaps in Overall LFP among Women, 1870 to 2010 
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Notes: The sample includes women ages 25 to 54.  From 1870 to 1930, “participation” is determined by 
whether the person reported a “gainful occupation”.  See the text for discussion of this issue.  The 1910 
census counted gainful occupations (especially for black women in agriculture) in a manner that appears 
to be inconsistent with earlier or later practice and is therefore omitted here.  We define “married” as 
“married and spouse present.”  In 1870, the IPUMS does not include a marital status variable, and so 
“married” is determined by whether the relation to household head is “spouse.”   
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Figure 2A: White Women’s LFP and Occupational Distribution, 1870-2010 
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Figure 2B: Black Women’s LFP and Occupational Distribution, 1870-2010 
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Figure 3A: Regression-Adjusted Black-White Gap in Labor Force Participation, All Women 
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Figure 3B: Regression Adjusted Black-White Gap in “Dirty Jobs,” All Women 
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Notes: “Dirty jobs” are defined as craft, operative, laborer, household service, and non-household-service 
(e.g., janitors, cleaners, hospital attendants, cooks, waitresses), as opposed to “clean jobs” in the 
categories of professional, clerical, managerial, and sales, and the not-in-labor force category.    
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Figure 4: Relationship Between Work Behavior of Mothers and Daughters, Coefficients from 

Regressions using NLS data, 1977-1993 
 

 
 

Notes: Coefficients on ‘mother works’ and the interaction of ‘mother works’ and a dummy variable for 
‘black.’ Estimates of regression reported in Table 5, Model 4 for each survey wave between 1977 and 
1993. Modal daughter is 28 years old in 1977 and 44 years old in 1993. 
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Table 1: Race and Labor Force Participation in 1870 
 
Dependent variable =1 if in labor force 
 1 2 3 
Panel A: All women, 25-54    
All U.S. 0.284 

(0.0288) 
0.284 

(0.0230) 
0.243 

(0.0333) 
All South 0.320 

(0.0277) 
0.303 

(0.272) 
0.269 

(0.0196) 
Non-farm South 0.329 

(0.0344) 
0.307 

(0.0317) 
0.289 

(0.0269) 
    
Panel B: Married women, 25-54    
All U.S. 0.233 

(0.0357) 
0.212 

(0.0316) 
0.171 

(0.0245) 
All South 0.253 

(0.0364) 
0.234 

(0.0349) 
0.167 

(0.0234) 
Non-farm South 0.283 

(0.0411) 
0.245 

(0.0372) 
0.193 

(0.0270) 
    
Controls for age and birthplace no yes yes 
Additional controls no no yes 
    
Notes and sources: Data are from the IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2010) sample for 1870.  The IPUMS coding of labor 
force participation is taken at face value. Standard errors are clustered by state of birth. The base sample includes all 
white and black women age 25 to 54. Column 1’s specification includes only the race dummy, giving the unadjusted 
difference in participation rates.  Column 2 adds fixed effects for state of birth and age.  Column 3 adds controls for 
several other observables, including literacy, the number of own children under 5, the number of own children over 
5 (in household), marital status, city-resident status (based on IPUMS “metro” variable), farm-resident status, 
household wealth (four categories), and (if married with spouse present) husband’s occupation.  Wealth is the 
combination of real and personal property value.   
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Table 2: Linear Probability Models of LFP, 1880-2000 
 

Dependent variable=1 if in labor force 
 1880 1900 1920 1940a 1940b 1960 1980 2000 

         
Black 0.267 

(0.019) 
0.223 

(0.011) 
0.230 

(0.009) 
0.112 

(0.008) 
0.120 

(0.008) 
0.076 

(0.008) 
0.054 

(0.009) 
0.001 

(0.011) 
Husband 
Categories         

Absent spouse -0.091 -0.133 -0.176 -0.179 -0.165 -0.236 -0.101 -0.097 
Separated --- --- --- --- --- -0.013 0.016 0.017 
Divorced -0.012 0.033 0.016 0.007 0.019 0.080 0.109 0.047 
Widowed -0.087 -0.055 -0.110 -0.129 -0.115 -0.031 -0.017 -0.064 
Professional -0.359 -0.501 -0.574 -0.497 -0.501 -0.311 -0.097 -0.051 
Farmer -0.261 -0.440 -0.482 -0.452 -0.439 -0.319 -0.159 -0.015 
Craftsmen -0.362 -0.500 -0.572 -0.507 -0.490 -0.288 -0.087 -0.020 
Operatives -0.363 -0.494 -0.550 -0.468 -0.448 -0.233 -0.056 -0.015 
Service (hh) 0.015 -0.206 -0.292 -0.206 -0.189 -0.126 0.092  
Service (non-hh) -0.386 -0.510 -0.535 -0.455 -0.438 -0.197 -0.015 0.015 
Farm Laborer -0.297 -0.461 -0.501 -0.446 -0.426 -0.224 -0.084 -0.010 
Laborer -0.365 -0.496 -0.538 -0.490 -0.468 -0.230 -0.048 -0.010 
Doesn’t work -0.336 -0.453 -0.497 -0.403 -0.389 -0.253 -0.136 -0.146 

Literate -0.016 -0.009 0.001 0.049 --- --- --- --- 
Years of school         

N/A or none --- --- --- --- -0.131 -0.347 -0.366 -0.299 
1-4 years --- --- --- --- -0.070 -0.182 -0.216 -0.206 
5-8 years --- --- --- --- -0.049 -0.095 -0.175 -0.257 
9 years --- --- --- --- -0.036 -0.051 -0.148 -0.214 
10 years --- --- --- --- -0.026 -0.035 -0.113 -0.173 
11 years --- --- --- --- -0.026 -0.016 -0.081 -0.160 
12 years 
(omitted) --- --- --- ---     
1 year college --- --- --- --- 0.012 0.012 0.041 0.063 
2-3 years college --- --- --- --- 0.040 0.028 0.050 0.103 
4 years college --- --- --- --- 0.068 0.074 0.077 0.110 
5+ years college --- --- --- --- 0.123 0.179 0.161 0.170 

1 child under 5 -0.022 -0.026 -0.061 -0.138 -0.139 -0.221 -0.223 -0.129 
2 child under 5 -0.032 -0.040 -0.075 -0.162 -0.162 -0.303 -0.383 -0.253 
3+ child under 5 -0.036 -0.042 -0.087 -0.173 -0.171 -0.341 -0.462 -0.333 
1 child over 4 -0.021 -0.016 -0.034 -0.076 -0.071 -0.057 -0.038 0.011 
2 children over 4 -0.021 -0.013 -0.041 -0.106 -0.099 -0.105 -0.075 -0.012 
3+ children over 4 -0.029 -0.011 -0.034 -0.111 -0.101 -0.124 -0.105 -0.056 
         
N 81662 131920 198743 277727 277727 342983 423501 537356 
Notes and sources: Data are from IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2010), and we take the IPUMS coding of labor force 
participation at face value.  The sample includes all women, age 25 to 54.  All regressions include fixed effects for 
state of birth and age, city-resident status (based on IPUMS “metro” variable), and farm-resident status.  The 
omitted “husband category” consists of single, never married women.  Occupation categories are based on the 
IPUMS “occ1950” codes.  The omitted educational attainment category (highest grade completed) is 12 years.  
Standard errors clustered by state of birth are reported under the coefficient for “black”; others are omitted to save 
space but the full results are available on request. 
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Table 3: Mother’s slave status and daughter’s LFP, 1900 
 

Dependent variable = 1 if in the labor force 
Gender Women Women Women Men 
Birth cohort Born after Born after Born before Born after 
Region Full South Deep South Deep South Deep South 
Mother south * black 0.045 0.092 0.004 0.004 
 (0.014) (0.012) (0.013) (0.008) 
     
Mother born in south -0.092 -0.105 -0.002 -0.004 
 (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) 
     
Born south * black 0.186 0.113 0.046 0.045 
 (0.013) (0.011) (0.013) (0.007) 
     
Born in south -0.054 -0.044 0.029 0.011 
 (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) 
     
Black 0.094 0.134 0.234 -0.017 
 (0.010) (0.006) (0.007) (0.004) 
     
     
N 440,177 440,177 220,497 445,387 
Ages in 1900 16-34 16-34 45-64 16-34 
Notes: Estimates from 1900 IPUMS 5 percent sample. Columns (1) and (2) include daughters born after 
Emancipation (birth cohorts of 1866 to 1884). Column (3) contains daughters born before Emancipation 
(birth cohorts of 1836 to 1855). Column (4) contains sons born after Emancipation. In column (1), the 
‘South’ includes all states in the three southern Census regions. In columns (2)-(4), the ‘South’ excludes 
the border states of DC, DE, MD, MO, OK and WV. All regressions include a quadratic in sons or 
daughter’s age and an indicator for literacy. 
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Table 4: Summary statistics for NLS sample 

 
Variable    Whites Blacks 
      
      
Age in 1977   27.71 27.63 
    (3.13) (3.11) 
    2731 834 
      
LFP in 1977   0.55 0.61 
    (0.50) (0.49) 
      
LFP in 1991   0.72 0.74 
    (0.45) (0.44) 
    2236 592 
      
Mother worked at age 14   0.36 0.50 
    (0.48) (0.50) 
      
Years of education (1982)   13.37 12.36 
    (2.42) (2.48) 
    2421 718 
      
Any children in 1977   0.66 0.73 
    (0.47) (0.44) 
      
Any children in 1991   0.73 0.74 
    (0.44) (0.44) 
      
Currently married in 1977   0.76 0.50 
    (0.43) (0.50) 
      
Currently married in 1991   0.74 0.40 
    (0.44) (0.49) 
      
Library card at age 14   0.79 0.50 
    (0.41) (0.50) 
      
Mother's years of education   11.23 9.25 
    (2.74) (3.03) 
    2530 701 

Notes: Report means with standard deviations in parentheses. Number of observations for 
selected variables in italics to demonstrate attrition over time.  
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Table 5: Mother’s work and daughter’s labor force participation in 1977  
(At average age = 28) 
 

Dependent variable = LFP Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

          
Mother worked (R aged 14) 0.034* 0.033* 0.036*   0.053*** 
  (0.018) (0.019) (0.019)  (0.017) 
     
Mother worked x black  0.031 0.052 0.040 0.043 
  (0.056) (0.061) (0.060) (0.055) 
     
Black 0.041 0.054 0.061 0.019 
  (0.039) (0.043) (0.043) (0.040) 
     
Library card at 14  0.051** 0.008 -0.012 
   (0.022) (0.022) (0.021) 
     
Yedu mother 9-12  0.012 -0.029 -0.031 
   (0.023) (0.023) (0.021) 
     
Yedu mother>12  0.050* -0.045 -0.068** 
   (0.030) (0.031) (0.029) 
     
Yedu daughter = 12  (1977)   0.127*** 0.112*** 
    (0.029) (0.027) 
     
Yedu daughter >13  (1977)   0.259*** 0.159*** 
    (0.031) (0.029) 
     
Any children     -0.358*** 
     (0.021) 
     
Previously married     0.257*** 
     (0.026) 
     
Never married    0.117*** 
     (0.026) 
     
Constant 0.507*** 0.336*** 0.245*** 0.594*** 
  (0.030) (0.037) (0.041) (0.044) 
Observations 3565 3227 3227 3221 
R-squared 0.02 0.03 0.05 0.2 
Standard errors in brackets         
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%   
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Table 6: Mother’s work and other daughter outcomes 

 

  
Housewife 
at 35? (1968)

Education 
(1982) 

Ever marry 
 

Age first 
marriage 

Age first 
child 

       
Mother worked      -0.054*** -0.106    0.019**     -0.706***    -0.514** 
  (0.018) (0.090) (0.009) (0.179) (0.234) 
      
Mom work x black  0.034 0.276 -0.010 -0.001 0.543 
  (0.061) (0.292) (0.030) (0.617) (0.736) 
      
Black     -0.248*** -0.247   -0.080***     1.293***  -1.113** 
  (0.044) (0.211) (0.022) (0.449) (0.533) 
      
Library card at 14 0.018     1.158*** -0.017      0.929***     1.204*** 
  (0.022) (0.105) (0.011) (0.208) (0.269) 
      
Yedu mom 9-12 0.048**     0.932*** 0.009 0.320    1.243*** 
  (0.022) (0.108) (0.011) (0.216) (0.278) 
      
Yedu mom >12  0.043       2.635*** -0.001      1.703***    3.791*** 
  (0.029) (0.140) (0.014) (0.282) (0.367) 
      
Constant       0.604***     11.434***    0.977***   20.542***     21.311***
  (0.038) (0.185) (0.018)     (0.363) (0.472) 
Observations 2937 2841 3134 2925 2815 
R-squared 0.05 0.2 0.02 0.05 0.08 
Standard errors in brackets          
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%      
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Appendix Table A1: Women’s Labor Force Participation, by Race, 1870-2010 
 

 1870 1880 1900 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 
Panel A: White women, age 25-54             
In LF and married 0.60 1.27 1.58 4.15 6.42 10.09 17.99 27.62 34.48 43.04 49.53 48.29 44.71 
In LF and not married 7.93 8.05 13.02 14.72 14.66 16.15 13.88 12.31 13.60 19.22 25.22 26.90 32.32 
Not in LF and not married 20.52 17.08 13.77 9.76 8.88 8.70 6.53 4.90 5.25 4.96 4.93 6.14 7.86 
Not in LF and married 70.96 73.61 71.63 71.36 70.03 65.06 61.60 55.17 46.66 32.78 20.32 18.68 15.11 
Overall LFP 8.52 9.31 14.60 18.88 21.08 26.24 31.87 39.93 48.08 62.26 74.75 75.18 77.03 
              
Percent of married in LF 0.83 1.69 2.16 5.50 8.40 13.43 22.60 33.36 42.50 56.77 70.91 72.11 74.74 
Percent of not-married in LF 27.87 32.02 48.60 60.14 62.26 64.99 68.01 71.55 72.13 79.49 83.64 81.41 80.44 
Share of married in pop. 71.55 74.88 73.21 75.52 76.46 75.16 79.59 82.79 81.15 75.83 69.84 66.96 59.82 
              
Panel B: Black women, age 25-54             
In LF and married 13.81 17.59 13.68 20.61 19.84 17.72 21.90 28.39 31.97 32.51 29.56 26.89 23.89 
In LF and not married 23.10 21.66 27.12 24.89 26.56 27.15 23.98 25.01 27.14 36.09 45.35 46.19 55.68 
Not in LF and not married 16.60 11.01 7.78 6.97 8.71 12.38 14.80 13.35 16.22 17.33 17.14 18.23 15.19 
Not in LF and married 46.49 49.74 51.42 47.53 44.89 42.75 39.31 33.26 24.67 14.07 7.95 8.69 5.24 
Overall LFP 36.91 39.25 40.80 45.50 46.40 44.87 45.88 53.40 59.11 68.60 74.91 73.08 79.56 
              
Percent of married in LF 22.90 26.12 21.02 30.25 30.65 29.30 35.78 46.05 56.44 69.80 78.80 75.57 82.00 
Percent of not-married in LF 58.20 66.30 77.70 78.13 75.30 68.68 61.83 65.21 62.59 67.56 72.57 71.70 78.56 
Share of married in pop. 60.30 67.33 65.10 68.14 64.74 60.47 61.21 61.64 56.64 46.58 37.51 35.58 29.13 
              
Panel C: U.S.-born white women, age 25-54            
In LF and married 0.47 1.01 1.47 3.85 6.37 9.94 18.02 27.61 34.65 43.43 50.04 49.17 45.63 
In LF and not married 6.40 6.96 12.86 15.26 15.24 16.66 13.86 12.16 13.55 19.32 25.36 27.32 32.80 
Not in LF and not married 23.22 18.88 14.70 10.38 9.20 8.62 6.29 4.83 5.13 4.67 4.78 5.83 7.67 
Not in LF and married 69.91 73.15 70.97 70.51 69.19 64.77 61.84 55.39 46.67 32.58 19.82 17.68 13.90 
Overall LFP 6.87 7.97 14.33 19.11 21.61 26.60 31.87 39.77 48.20 62.75 75.40 76.49 78.43 
              
Percent of married in LF 0.67 1.36 2.03 5.18 8.43 13.31 22.56 33.26 42.61 57.13 71.63 73.56 76.66 
Percent of not-married in LF 21.60 26.93 46.65 59.51 62.35 65.89 68.78 71.57 72.53 80.54 84.15 82.41 81.05 
Share of married in pop. 70.38 74.17 72.44 74.36 75.56 74.71 79.85 83.00 81.32 76.01 69.86 66.85 59.53 

Notes and sources: Microdata are from IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2010).  “Overall LFP” is the sum of “In LF and married” and “In LF and not married” categories.  
Participation rate conditional on marital status are reported in row labeled “Percent of married in LF” and so on.   
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Appendix Table A2: Alternative Series of Women’s Labor Force Participation, by Race, 1870-1920 
 

 1870 1880 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 
Based on 1920 cell-specific rates 
White Women 11.47 12.14 15.75 17.80 18.88 20.77 25.51 

Married 2.79 3.11 3.24 4.78 5.50 8.09 12.48 
Single 37.16 39.04 49.94 55.52 60.14 61.93 64.94 

Black Women 40.39 41.86 43.95 49.52 45.50 47.65 47.66 
Married 28.05 29.06 25.92 33.80 30.25 32.16 31.80 
Single 62.81 68.23 77.60 81.54 78.13 76.08 71.93 

        
Based on 1940 cell-specific rates 
White Women 13.07 13.72 17.09 19.07 19.94 21.69 26.24 

Married 4.91 5.24 5.08 6.49 6.88 9.27 13.43 
Single 37.21 39.00 49.90 55.55 60.21 62.02 64.99 

Black Women 38.37 38.71 39.73 45.60 41.39 44.45 44.87 
Married 26.72 26.20 22.06 30.09 26.51 29.37 29.30 
Single 59.53 64.50 72.68 77.19 73.20 72.13 68.68 

        
Based on 1960 cell-specific rates 
White Women 22.48 23.13 25.04 26.00 26.08 26.71 30.69 

Married 15.58 15.98 14.23 14.47 13.93 14.94 18.52 
Single 42.89 44.45 54.59 59.45 63.54 64.96 67.51 

Black Women 40.25 42.06 43.18 49.22 45.02 47.42 47.29 
Married 30.69 32.26 29.09 36.88 33.34 35.21 34.45 
Single 57.62 62.26 69.46 74.35 70.00 69.82 66.93 

Notes and sources: Microdata are from IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2010).  To create an alternative LFP series back to 1870, we first estimate within-cell 
participation rates for all women (25-54) in 1920, 1940, and 1960 categorized by interactions of race, farm, south, married, and has-boarders status.  “Has 
boarders” is 1 for women who are household heads or spouses of household heads who reside with at least one person whose relation is coded “other non-
family” in the IPUMS.  Then, for women who lived on farms or had boarders in each census year, we replaced their IPUMS reported LFP with the cell-
specific rate observed in 1920, 1940, or 1960.           
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Appendix Table A3: Women’s LFP and Occupational Distribution, by Race, 1870-2010 
 

 1870 1880 1900 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 
Panel A: White women, 25-54              
Professional/Clerical/Manager/Sales 1.12 1.66 3.87 8.60 11.46 14.00 18.37 23.59 31.12 43.74 56.04 58.77 59.46 
Agricultural 0.53 0.76 1.32 1.05 0.79 0.49 0.84 0.56 0.35 0.51 0.44 0.35 0.39 
Craft/Operative/Laborer 2.67 3.49 4.71 5.07 4.36 6.41 8.05 8.62 9.38 9.20 8.00 6.35 5.00 
Household and Non-HH Service 4.21 3.40 4.70 4.16 4.48 5.11 4.51 5.95 7.14 8.69 10.19 9.65 12.05 
Not In Labor Force 91.48 90.69 85.40 81.12 78.92 74.00 68.23 61.28 52.01 37.87 25.34 24.88 23.10 
              
Panel B: Black women, 25-54              
Professional/Clerical/Manager/Sales 0.09 0.22 0.74 1.64 2.43 3.40 5.97 9.48 20.17 34.84 43.95 47.04 51.51 
Agricultural 17.98 15.96 14.70 14.13 9.40 5.63 3.22 1.80 0.79 0.29 0.24 0.09 0.08 
Craft/Operative/Laborer 2.21 6.77 4.09 4.47 4.68 4.86 8.27 9.01 12.83 14.41 12.64 9.28 6.90 
Household and Non-HH Service 16.64 16.30 21.27 25.25 29.89 30.76 28.27 30.99 25.15 18.73 17.73 16.43 20.81 
Not In Labor Force 63.09 60.75 59.20 54.50 53.60 55.34 54.26 48.71 41.06 31.73 25.45 27.15 20.70 
              
Panel C: U.S.-born white women, 
25-54              
Not In Labor Force 93.13 92.03 85.67 80.89 78.39 73.64 68.22 61.45 51.89 37.37 24.67 23.55 21.66 
Professional/Clerical/Manager/Sales 1.10 1.69 4.38 9.84 12.85 14.97 18.89 23.93 31.65 44.91 57.18 60.61 62.58 
Agricultural 0.67 0.92 1.52 1.18 0.88 0.51 0.88 0.57 0.35 0.49 0.41 0.32 0.27 
Craft/Operative/(nonfarm) Laborer 2.50 3.27 4.77 4.61 4.01 6.08 7.70 8.24 9.01 8.64 7.74 6.15 4.55 
Household and non-HH Service 2.59 2.09 3.67 3.47 3.87 4.80 4.30 5.81 7.09 8.60 9.99 9.37 10.93 

 
Notes and sources: Data are from the IPUMS (Ruggles et al. 2010).  A small number of women who are counted as “in labor force” but without an occupation 
are omitted from this sample.  Therefore, the “not in labor force” row does not necessarily match results in Appendix Table A1.  Occupation codes are based on 
the IPUMS “occ1950” coding scheme. 
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Appendix Table A4: Women’s Detailed Occupational Distribution, 1870-2010 
 

  1870 1880 1900 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 
 Panel A: White women, 25-54              
0 Not in Labor Force 91.48 90.69 85.40 81.12 78.92 74.00 68.23 61.28 52.01 37.87 25.34 24.88 23.10 
1 Professional 0.73 1.06 2.01 3.03 3.83 4.12 4.57 5.62 8.71 13.79 20.04 23.77 25.36 
1.5 Teacher 0.57 0.80 1.32 1.77 2.24 2.26 2.03 2.44 3.34 4.78 5.62 5.54 5.81 
1.6 Other professions 0.16 0.27 0.68 1.26 1.59 1.86 2.54 3.18 5.37 9.02 14.42 18.23 19.55 
2 Clerical 0.03 0.05 0.73 3.37 4.80 6.45 9.15 12.73 16.73 21.21 22.19 20.01 18.92 
3 Craft 0.32 0.30 0.39 0.44 0.37 0.45 0.65 0.61 0.98 1.49 1.70 1.47 1.13 
4 Operative 2.31 3.04 4.11 4.25 3.65 5.71 7.19 7.81 7.97 6.99 5.36 4.20 3.17 
4.5 Manufacturing 0.87 1.19 1.54 2.71 2.55 4.53 5.90 6.68 6.61 5.51 3.66 2.62 1.64 
4.6 Laundry 0.01 0.05 0.09 0.20 0.31 0.35 0.44 0.36 0.23 0.12 0.12 0.09 0.07 
4.7 Other Operatives 1.43 1.80 2.48 1.34 0.79 0.83 0.84 0.77 1.13 1.36 1.59 1.50 1.45 
5 Laborer 0.04 0.15 0.21 0.37 0.33 0.25 0.22 0.20 0.42 0.72 0.94 0.67 0.70 
6 Service Household 3.80 2.76 3.20 2.31 2.15 2.20 0.91 0.93 0.61 0.40 0.41 --- --- 
7 Service Non-Household 0.41 0.65 1.50 1.85 2.32 2.91 3.60 5.02 6.52 8.29 9.78 9.65 12.05 
8 Manager 0.25 0.39 0.53 0.73 0.96 1.29 1.65 1.73 1.87 4.68 9.01 10.29 10.48 
9 Sales 0.10 0.16 0.60 1.46 1.87 2.14 3.01 3.51 3.80 4.05 4.80 4.71 4.69 
10 Farmers and farm laborers 0.53 0.76 1.32 1.05 0.79 0.49 0.84 0.56 0.35 0.51 0.44 0.35 0.39 
               

 Panel B: Black women, 25-54              
0 Not in Labor Force 63.09 60.75 59.20 54.50 53.60 55.34 54.26 48.71 41.06 31.73 25.45 27.15 20.70 
1 Professional 0.02 0.12 0.43 0.95 1.53 2.12 2.77 4.13 7.92 12.23 14.76 17.11 19.46 
1.5 Teacher 0.02 0.10 0.37 0.76 1.15 1.69 1.72 2.36 3.52 4.72 4.44 3.81 4.09 
1.6 Other professions 0.00 0.01 0.06 0.20 0.38 0.44 1.04 1.77 4.39 7.52 10.32 13.30 15.37 
2 Clerical 0.00 0.01 0.05 0.25 0.31 0.50 1.90 3.97 9.96 18.40 21.54 20.15 19.99 
3 Craft 0.00 0.06 0.05 0.07 0.14 0.21 0.32 0.42 0.93 1.65 2.09 1.69 1.25 
4 Operative 0.54 0.85 1.65 3.02 3.54 4.02 7.10 8.00 11.07 11.43 9.27 6.66 4.81 
4.5 Manufacturing 0.12 0.15 0.15 1.04 1.13 1.85 3.71 4.58 7.97 9.16 6.73 4.37 2.47 
4.6 Laundry 0.00 0.06 0.43 0.62 1.45 1.21 2.35 2.26 1.53 0.51 0.38 0.25 0.15 
4.7 Other Operatives 0.42 0.63 1.06 1.36 0.96 0.95 1.04 1.16 1.57 1.77 2.17 2.04 2.18 
5 Laborer 1.67 5.87 2.38 1.38 1.00 0.64 0.84 0.59 0.84 1.33 1.27 0.93 0.85 
6 Service Household 14.30 12.91 15.01 21.02 24.85 26.07 19.24 18.82 9.70 2.40 1.00 --- --- 
7 Service Non-Household 2.34 3.39 6.26 4.23 5.04 4.69 9.04 12.17 15.45 16.34 16.73 16.43 20.81 
8 Manager 0.03 0.07 0.15 0.32 0.41 0.43 0.71 0.60 0.72 2.39 5.03 6.48 8.18 
9 Sales 0.04 0.03 0.11 0.13 0.18 0.35 0.60 0.78 1.58 1.81 2.62 3.31 3.87 
10 Farmers and farm laborers 17.98 15.96 14.70 14.13 9.40 5.63 3.22 1.80 0.79 0.29 0.24 0.09 0.08 
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Appendix Table A5: Decompositions of Differences in LFP, 1880-2000 
 

 1880 1900 1920 1940A  1940B 1960 1980 2000 
White 0.0931 0.1460 0.1888 0.2624 0.2606 0.3837 0.5932 0.7228 
Black 0.3925 0.4080 0.4550 0.4487 0.4487 0.5325 0.6591 0.7005 
Difference -0.2994 -0.2620 -0.2663 -0.1863 -0.1881 -0.1488 -0.0659 0.0223 
         
Explained (due to differences in Xs) 

Literacy or education  -0.0109 -0.0044 0.0002 0.0119 0.0221 0.0307 0.0230 0.0282 
Children 0.0018 0.0005 -0.0046 -0.0119 -0.0115 -0.0033 0.0062 -0.0015 
Husband  -0.0229 -0.0385 -0.0422 -0.0547 -0.0591 -0.0712 -0.0345 -0.0111 
Age  -0.0063 -0.0028 -0.0039 -0.0074 -0.0070 -0.0011 -0.0033 -0.0030 
Farm and metro  0.0006 0.0090 0.0192 0.0092 0.0085 -0.0072 0.0026 0.0036 
Birth states  0.0055 -0.0025 -0.0046 -0.0217 -0.0206 -0.0145 -0.0083 0.0101 

Total explained -0.0321 -0.0387 -0.0358 -0.0746 -0.0676 -0.0667 -0.0143 0.0263 
         
Total unexplained -0.2673 -0.2233 -0.2304 -0.1117 -0.1204 -0.0821 -0.0516 -0.0040 

 
Notes: In this context “explained” refers to the differences in LFP accounted for by racial differences in observables weighted by a vector of coefficients that 
corresponds to the regressions in table 2.  Negative values in the “explained” rows imply that racial differences in that set of characteristics contribute to the 
racial gap (e.g., differences in husband’s presence and occupation tend to “explain” part of the LFP gap).  The subcategories under “explained” each represented 
several variables.  For instance, “children” captures the influence racial differences summed across all the relevant “child” variables in Table 2.  The 
decomposition method follows Fortin (2008) and is implemented with Stata’s “Oaxaca” command with “pooled” and “categorical” options applied, as described 
by Jann (2008).  This approach dovetails with Table 2, but of course other decomposition methods could be chosen.   
 


