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We assess how changes in the social organization and compensation of work hours over the last three de-
cades are associated with changes in wage differentials among mothers, fathers, childless women, and child-
less men. We find that large differences between gender and parental status groups in long work hours (fifty 
or more per week), coupled with sharply rising hourly wages for long work hours, contributed to rising gender 
gaps in wages (especially among parents), motherhood wage penalties, and fatherhood wage premiums. 
Changes in the representation of these groups in part-time work, by contrast, is associated with a decline in 
the gender gap in wages among parents and in the motherhood wage penalty, but an increase in the father-
hood wage premium. These findings offer important clues into why gender and family wage differentials still 
persist.
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Trends in the 
Gender Gap

erature is that the gender gap in wages at the 
aggregate level is perpetuated by persistent 
gender differences in individual labor market 
behaviors: whether men and women work for 
pay, the occupations and industries in which 
they work, and the number of hours per week 
they work. These gender differences emerge in 
the context of structural changes in the distri-
bution of jobs with particular attributes (such 
as expected work hours) and in the wages as-
sociated with these attributes, resulting in 
complex and offsetting effects on the gender 

After converging relatively rapidly in the 1970s 
and 1980s, the gender gap in hourly wages 
shrank only modestly over the next thirty-five 
years. Today, median weekly wages of full-time 
women are 83 percent of the median weekly 
wages of men, an increase of just three per-
centage points since 2004 (BLS 2015). This 
stalled convergence in the gender gap in wages 
has led to a large and vibrant research litera-
ture that seeks to understand why change has 
been so slow (England 2010). 

One of the key empirical insights of this lit-
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gap in wages.1 For example, Youngjoo Cha and 
Kim Weeden (2014) show that the diffusion of 
long work hours in the United States in the 
1990s and 2000s, coupled with the persistent 
gender gap in long work hours and rising 
hourly compensation for long work hours,  
was associated with an increase in the gender 
gap in wages after adjusting for other wage-
relevant attributes. These trends largely offset 
wage-equalizing shifts in women’s educational 
attainment.

A second empirical insight is that much of 
what appears to be a gender wage gap is better 
understood as a gender-specific family gap in 
pay or, as they are known in the economic and 
sociological literatures, the motherhood wage 
penalty and fatherhood wage premium: mothers 
earn less than observationally similar childless 
women (Pal and Waldfogel, this volume; Wald-
fogel 1998; Budig and England 2001; Avellar 
and Smock 2003; Gangl and Ziefle 2009; Staff 
and Mortimer 2012; Cooke 2014; Kahn, Garcia-
Manglano, and Bianchi 2014), and fathers earn 
more than observationally similar childless 
men (Pal and Waldfogel, this volume; Waldfo-
gel 1998; Lundberg and Rose 2000; Glauber 
2008; Killewald 2012). As in the broader gender 
literature, the research on family wage differ-
entials emphasizes wage-relevant labor market 
behaviors, including work hours, of parents 
compared with childless adults. Curiously, 
however, explicit efforts to tie trends in the dis-
tribution of work hours between mothers and 
childless women, or between fathers and child-
less men, to trends in family wage gaps are rel-
atively few and far between. Those that do typ-
ically emphasize shifts in the distribution of 
parents and childless adults across part-time 
and full-time work but ignore long work hours 
(see, for example, Waldfogel 1998; Pal and 
Waldfogel, this volume; Buchmann and Mc-
Daniel, this volume).

We bring together these two streams of 
research by describing the empirical relation-
ship between trends in work hours in the 

United States, the gender wage gap among 
parents and among childless adults, and the 
family wage gap among women and among 
men. The first set of comparisons is motivated 
by our expectation that changes in work hours 
and in the hourly pay of different work hours 
had a stronger association with the gender gap 
in wages among parents than among childless 
adults. The second set is motivated by our ex-
pectation that growth or decline in family 
wage gaps result from the interplay of changes 
in the distribution of work hours among par-
ents and childless adults and structural 
changes in the hourly pay associated with 
part-time work, full-time work, and long work 
hours.

We assess these expectations using nation-
ally representative labor force data from the 
Current Population Survey (CPS). First, we 
briefly situate our analyses in the broader lit-
eratures on the sources of the stagnation in the 
gender and family gap in wages.

Work Hours and the Gender  
Wage Gap
In accounting for the slow convergence in the 
gender gap in wages over the last two decades, 
gender scholars point to widespread cultural 
beliefs about the existence of deeply rooted and 
often biologically based differences in men’s 
and women’s traits and skills (Charles and 
Grusky 2004; Ridgeway 2011; Cotter, Hermsen, 
and Vanneman 2011). These cultural beliefs af-
fect men’s and women’s labor market deci-
sions, employers’ hiring decisions, and institu-
tional configurations such as the availability of 
policies that would support workers who wish 
to combine paid and unpaid labor. Because the 
underlying cultural beliefs are slow to change, 
so the argument goes, gender differences in the 
labor market behaviors that generate a gender 
gap in wages are also slow to change.

One implication of this argument is that the 
proximate sources of the gender wage gap, and 
of stagnation in the gender wage gap, are likely 

1. We realize that one cannot safely interpret the results of wage equation models based on observational data 
as causal, except under the implausible assumption that the observed covariates capture all wage-relevant dif-
ferences between mothers and fathers, for example, or between mothers and childless women. We use the term 
effect sparingly. The exception is in our discussion of our decomposition models, where price change effect and 
quantity change effect are standard terminology (see data and methods). 
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to be especially pronounced among parents. 
After all, a core feature of gender essentialism 
is the belief that women naturally excel at nur-
turance, personal service, and childrearing 
(Charles and Grusky 2004, 19; Ridgeway and 
Correll 2004). This stereotype makes it likely 
that more mothers than fathers or childless 
adults will devote a greater share of their time 
to childrearing, more difficult for mothers to 
avoid social sanctions if they do not curtail 
their paid work hours during their childrearing 
years, and less likely that employers will hire 
mothers for jobs that require stereotypically 
male-typed skills or work hours (Ridgeway and 
Correll 2004).

This prediction is supported, albeit indi-
rectly, by the empirical literature on the proxi-
mate sources of the gender gap in wages. Take, 
for example, housework, which affects the time 
and energy that is available for paid labor. The 
housework time gaps between mothers and fa-
thers are larger than the gaps among all adults 
(Bianchi et al. 2012), and though a growing per-
centage of Americans state a preference for 
egalitarian divisions of household labor (Ger-
son 2009; Pedulla and Thébaud 2015), parental 
gaps in housework have stalled. Or, consider 
discrimination, which affects wage gaps di-
rectly but also creates unequal opportunities 
for workers to enter jobs with different levels 
of pay and work hours. Although several audit 
or other quasi-experimental studies show evi-
dence of gender discrimination in high status 
occupations, others show that such discrimi-
nation is limited to mothers (Correll, Benard, 
and Paik 2007).

The conflict between work and nonwork 
roles may also be greater for mothers than it 
is for fathers or childless adults. This is espe-
cially true in workplaces and occupations 
where employers expect workers to put in long 
hours, and where workers derive social status 
from working long work hours (Jacobs and 
Gerson 2004; Sharone 2004; Reid 2015). In 
these settings, the ideal worker is someone 
who is available to clients and supervisors at 
all hours of the day or night, is able to travel 
or relocate for work, and prioritizes career suc-
cess over family or leisure (Williams 2000). 
This image of an ideal worker is hard to recon-
cile with the stereotype of the ideal mother, a 

mother who is available to her family at all 
hours of the day or night, is able to travel or 
relocate to support her children’s enrichment 
activities, and prioritizes family over career 
success. To be sure, fathers, childless men, and 
childless women in “greedy organizations” 
(Coser 1967) or occupations may also experi-
ence work-life conflicts, but they are often 
more able to “pass” as ideal workers, in part 
because employers interpret their behavior 
more favorably than identical behavior by 
mothers (Reid 2015; Correll, Benard, and Paik 
2007; Williams 2003). As a result, the gender 
gap in long work hours among parents is likely 
to be greater among parents than childless 
adults and, given its roots in gender essential-
ist beliefs, also more resistant to change.

Organizational scholars have also noted 
that a growing share of jobs are organized as 
part-time work, contingent work, temporary 
work, contract work, and other “nonstandard 
employment relations” that weaken any expec-
tation, tacit or otherwise, that employees will 
work a regular, forty-hour work week (Kalle-
berg 2011). The growth of these nonstandard 
employment relations, like the emergent cul-
ture of overwork, has different implications for 
gender gaps in work hours among parents 
than among childless adults. Historically, the 
gender gap in part-time work has been much 
greater for parents than for childless adults: 
mothers have long been more likely to work 
part-time than childless women, presumably 
because part-time work is easier to combine 
with the time demands of childrearing; fa-
thers, by contrast, have been much less likely 
to work part time than childless men, perhaps 
because of cultural expectations surrounding 
male breadwinning (Townsend 2002). How-
ever, the growth in part-time work has largely 
been in involuntary part-time work (Kalleberg 
2000), and it has been accompanied by a de-
cline in the gender gap in part-time work, es-
pecially among parents.

Gender gaps in work hours, and changes in 
them, are only relevant to the gender gap in 
hourly pay if different work hours are associ-
ated with different levels of hourly pay. In this 
regard, part-time work often pays lower hourly 
wages than full-time work that is comparable 
in terms of tasks and skill requirements (Kalle
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berg 2000, 2011). Claudia Goldin (2014) argues 
that pay is nonlinear with respect to hours in 
many occupations, because hours are worth 
more if they are worked continuously in long 
blocks and if they are timed to overlap with the 
hours of colleagues. Moreover, the relative pay 
of different work hours is changing: for exam-
ple, Cha and Weeden find that the hourly pay 
of workers who put in fifty or more hours per 
week has increased dramatically relative to full-
time workers with similar observed attributes 
(2014; see also Kuhn and Lozano 2008).

These wage disparities for different work 
hours, when coupled with gender gaps in work 
hours and trends in those hours that vary by 
parental status, have potentially important im-
plications for gender gaps in wages. First, in a 
world in which mothers are more likely to work 
part time and less likely to work long hours 
than other groups, and in which fathers are 
more likely to work long hours and less likely 
to work part time, gender gaps in wages will be 
greater among parents than among childless 
adults merely because of differences in the rel-
ative pay of different work hours. Second, and 
related, changes in the relative pay for part 
time and long work hours will have stronger 
associations with trends in the gender gap in 
wages among parents than among childless 
adults.

Work Hours and the Family  
Wage Gap
As we noted in our introductory comments, we 
also wish to flip our comparisons around to 
assess how trends in within-gender family 
wage differentials—the motherhood wage pen-
alty and the fatherhood wage premium—are 
associated with trends in work hours and in 
the relative pay of different work hours. Re-
search estimates that the motherhood wage 
penalty is between 6 percent and 15 percent 
per child, the higher estimates coming from 
models that correct for differential selection of 
mothers and childless women into paid labor 

(Gangl and Ziefle 2009). Approximately one-
third of the education-adjusted motherhood 
wage penalty disappears in models that also 
adjust for work experience; much of the rest  
is associated with the employment situation  
of mothers after childbirth, especially their 
greater likelihood of entering part-time work. 
Similarly, much of the fatherhood wage pre-
mium is associated with work hour behaviors: 
when men become fathers, they increase their 
paid work hours by an estimated forty hours 
per child per year, and their hourly pay in-
creases by about 4 percent per child (Lundberg 
and Rose 2000; Glauber 2008).2

Unlike the literature on the gender gap in 
wages, the literature on family wage gaps has 
been less concerned with trends. Indeed, much 
of it relies on longitudinal data from a single 
cohort, using within-person variation in pa
rental status to estimate the “causal” effect of 
having a child on wages. There are important 
exceptions. For example, Markus Gangl and 
Andrea Zeifle show that the motherhood wage 
penalty was smaller for a cohort of women 
born in the late 1950s than for a cohort born 
in the early 1960s (2009). Sarah Avellar and Pa-
mela Smock find no change in the motherhood 
wage penalty between a cohort of women born 
between 1944 and 1954 and another born be-
tween 1980 and 1984 (2003). However, Pal and 
Waldfogel show a decline in the motherhood 
wage penalty, from 6 to 1 percent, between 1993 
and 2013 (this volume). Similarly, Shelly Lund-
berg and Elina Rose find a decline in the fa-
therhood wage premium between men born 
between 1943 and 1950 and those born between 
1951 and 1974 (2000).

Our goal is not to replicate these studies’ 
focus on identifying, to the extent possible 
with observational data, the causal effect of pa-
rental status on wages. Rather, it is to describe 
the empirical relationship between trends in 
family wage gaps, changes in the distribution 
of work hours between mothers and childless 
women and between fathers and childless 

2. Shelly Lundberg and Elina Rose (2000) report a nonlinear association between children and men’s work hours 
and wages: the first child is associated with a large increase in hours and wages; the second, a smaller increase; 
and subsequent children, no increase. Evidence of nonlinearities in the motherhood wage penalty is mixed (see, 
for example, Gangl and Ziefle 2009). We focus on the average family wage differential for parents and childless 
adults. 
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men, and changes in the wage returns to dif-
ferent work hours. We also take a more encom-
passing view of work hours than much of the 
family wage gap literature, focusing on long 
work hours as well as part-time hours.

Data , Variables, and Methods
We first describe, for each of our four gender 
and parental status groups, trends in: wage and 
salary employment; work hours, conditional 
on employment; and the hourly wages associ-
ated with different levels of work hours, provid-
ing both unadjusted mean wages and mean 
wages after adjusting for education, experi-
ence, and other standard wage predictors. We 
then use a technique developed by Chinhui 
Juhn, Kevin Murphy, and Brooks Pierce (1991) 
to decompose trends in the gender gap in 
wages within parental groups, and trends in 
the family gap in wages within genders, into 
changes that are generated by shifts in the 
share of the relevant groups who work part 
time, full time, or long work hours (the quantity 
effect), and changes that are generated by shifts 
in the relative wages of different work hours 
(the price effect).

Data
The data for these analyses come from the May 
(1969–1984) and Merged Outgoing Rotation 
Groups, or MORG (1979–2014) of the Current 
Population Survey files compiled and distrib-
uted by the National Bureau of Economic Re-
search.3 Our base analytic sample is limited to 
noninstitutionalized civilian workers ages eigh-
teen to sixty-four years. Except for our analysis 
of trends in wage and salary employment as a 
share of the total population, we restrict the 
sample to currently employed wage and salary 
workers with nonmissing values on the paren-
tal status questions (see following section). 
The multivariate analyses of wages further re-
strict the sample to workers with nonmissing 
and nonzero hours with valid wage informa-

tion. Finally, the Juhn, Murphy, and Pierce 
(JMP) decomposition analyses are further re-
stricted to CPS years 1984 and 2014 or, for the 
period-specific decompositions, 1984, 1993, 
2004, and 2014. The sample sizes differ across 
analyses, and we present them in the notes to 
the tables and figures. All analyses use the BLS-
provided sampling weights.

Variables
The outcome variable in our analyses is hourly 
wages. We estimate the hourly wages of work-
ers who are not typically paid by the hour by 
dividing weekly wages by the number of hours 
usually worked per week. We exclude workers 
whose hourly wages fall below $1 per hour or 
more than $100 per hour in 1979 U.S. dollars, 
and we multiply wages that are top-coded by 
the BLS to ensure confidentiality by 1.4 (Card 
and DiNardo 2002). We adjust nominal wages 
for inflation using the Bureau of Economic 
Analysis’s Personal Consumption Expendi-
tures Deflator, and express all wages in 2014 
dollars. In the multivariate and decomposition 
analyses, we take the natural log of hourly 
wages (measured in pennies); in the bivariate 
analyses, we keep wages in the natural metric 
to ease interpretation.

We measure parental status with a binary 
variable that we constructed from a CPS vari-
able that indicates the number of children un-
der the age of eighteen who are related to the 
household head (up through the 1988 CPS) or 
in the primary family (the 1989–2014 CPS) and 
who reside in the sampled household.4 The 
CPS files are constructed so that all members 
of the household (May) or primary family 
(MORG), including children, receive the same 
value on the parental status variable. We iden-
tify parents and childless adults by limiting the 
May and 1984–1988 MORG sample to heads of 
households, including heads of single-person 
households, and their spouses. In the 1989 
through 2014 surveys, data on children were 

3. We prefer the May-MORG to the March series because the latter has far fewer cases, reports annual income 
(which, for job changers, may not have been earned from the occupation or work hours in the reference week), 
and does not report usual hours at the main job. 

4. For ninety-six cases in the 2010 through 2014 surveys, the CPS variable indicating the number of children 
was logically inconsistent with a variable indicating the ages of the children. We exclude these cases from our 
analysis.
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collected for primary families rather than 
households. For these surveys, we limit the 
sample to adult heads of primary families, 
their spouses, and respondents who are not in 
primary families, where the latter includes 
childless adults who live alone or in nonfamily 
groups (such as roommates or boarders).

Two other complexities with the parental 
status measure need to be kept in mind when 
interpreting the results. First, the variables 
necessary to identify parents are missing from 
the 1982 and 1983 surveys (May and MORG), 
the 1994 through 1998 MORG surveys, and the 
1999 MORG surveys collected before Novem-
ber. Second, we cannot identify parents of chil-
dren who do not reside in the household or 
who are over the age of eighteen.5 In supple-
mentary analyses, we reestimate our models 
on a sample of men and women of childrearing 
years (age eighteen to forty-five). We found 
similar patterns as in the full sample, but with 
greater differences between childless adults 
and parents in the association between long 
work hours and wage differentials.

Our measure of work hours is based on a 
CPS variable that asks respondents how many 
hours they usually work, referring to the main 
job or, in the May surveys, “this job.” In the 
MORG series, usual hours are edited and miss-
ing cases imputed by the BLS. Beginning with 
the 2000 survey, the BLS added a category for 
“hours vary,” which constitutes about 3 percent 
of wage and salary workers. Rather than ex-
clude these cases, we assume that their hours 
worked last week are a reasonable proxy for 
usual work hours. This proxy will overstate 
usual hours at the main job for workers with 
more than one job, but understate usual hours 
for workers who are not working in the refer-
ence week because of illness, vacation, holi-
days, strikes, or temporary layoffs.6 In the May 
supplements, the usual hours variable is not 

available until 1973, so we begin our descriptive 
analysis of trends with this year. If usual hours 
are missing, we assume hours worked at the 
main job, a variable available only for the 5 per-
cent of the sample who are dual job holders 
and only prior to 1981, are a valid proxy. If this 
variable is also missing, we exclude the case. 
Of the many specifications we tested, this pro-
vides the closest match to distribution of work 
hours in the MORG data for the years between 
1979 and 1984, when both May and MORG files 
are available. Even so, we recommend caution 
in comparing across the May and MORG series.

We convert work hours into a set of five 
dummy variables using standard cut points in 
the work-family literature and in administra-
tive publications: one to twenty hours, twenty-
one to thirty-four hours, thirty-five to forty 
hours, forty-one to forty-nine hours, and fifty 
hours or more. We use this five-category 
measure in our bivariate analyses, but for ease 
of presentation aggregate to a three-category 
measure—part time (one to thirty-four hours), 
full time (thirty-five to forty-nine hours), and 
long work hours (fifty hours or more)—in our 
multivariate analyses.7 Sensitivity checks fit to 
data pooled across parental status show that 
other cut points generate very similar results 
(see Cha and Weeden 2014).

Our multivariate wage equations adjust for 
standard predictors of wages: race (non-
Hispanic white, non-Hispanic African Ameri-
can, Hispanic, other race), age and its square, 
education (less than high school, high school, 
some college, college graduate, advanced de-
gree), marital status (currently married, un-
married), potential years of work experience 
(age in years minus schooling in years minus 
6) and its square, region, metropolitan resi-
dence, and public-sector employment. The 
JMP decompositions of the family wage gap 
include an identical set of covariates, but the 

5. Alexandra Killewald (2012) shows that fathers of nonresident and nonbiological children, unlike other fathers, 
do not experience a wage premium. One might anticipate an attenuated motherhood wage penalty for non-
resident and nonbiological mothers.

6. We also imputed usual hours for the hours-vary cases using multivariate imputation, but because the results 
using this measure were nearly identical, we fall back on the simpler proxy.

7. We do not differentiate between voluntary and involuntary part-time hours. Our prior work showed that the 
two forms of part-time work have similar associations with wages (Cha and Weeden 2014).
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decompositions of the gender wage gap ex-
clude marital status because the assumption 
that the association of marital status with 
wages is equal for men and women is unsus-
tainable. Tables A1 and A2 present descriptive 
statistics for the covariates in our multivariate 
analyses by gender and parental status for 1984 
and 2014.

Our wage equations do not adjust for occu-
pation, union membership, employer tenure, 
or actual work experience. Employer tenure 
and actual work experience are not available 
in the CPS, and union membership is not con-
sistently available. However, analyses compar-
ing CPS with other data sources show that in-
cluding union membership, employer tenure, 
and actual work experience does not apprecia-
bly alter the relationship between work hours 
and wages (Cha and Weeden 2014). Occupation 
is available in the CPS, but adjusting for it may 
understate the true associations between work 
hours and wages, and hence the magnitude of 
family wage differentials, if one assumes that 
occupation is partly endogenous to parental 
status (Gangl and Ziefle 2009). As a sensitivity 
check, we reestimated our multivariate and de-
composition models using data from which we 
first purged all possible association between 
wages and occupations by fitting fixed effects 
of occupations. Where these results differ 
from our main results, we report them. Finally, 
we also tested models that exclude potential 
work experience, on the argument that experi-
ence, too, is endogenous to parental status; 
this specification yielded nearly identical work 
hour coefficients as those that we present 
here.

Methods
Most of our analysis rests on simple bivariate 
trends or on standard ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression, which we assume is famil- 
iar to most readers. The JMP decomposition 
method, however, warrants some explanation. 
It begins with a standard wage equation fit to 

data from one demographic group (for exam-
ple, men or childless adults), and assumes that 
the observed associations between the covari-
ates and wages for this group also hold for the 
other demographic group (such as women or 
parents) in the absence of discrimination.8 For-
mally,

yit = xitbt + σtθt, (1)

where yit is the log of wages for individual i in 
year t; x is a vector of independent variables; b 
is a vector of regression coefficients; σ is the 
residual standard deviation of the baseline 
group’s wages for year t; and θ is a standard-
ized residual with a mean of zero and variance 
of 1 for each year. We provide these regression 
coefficients in tables A3 and A4.

The change in the between-group wage gap 
between two time points, denoted by 0 and 1, 
can be decomposed into four components:

Observed x effect = (∆x1–∆x0)b1 (2)

Observed price effect = ∆xo(b1–b0) (3)

Unobserved quantity effect = (∆θ1–∆θ0)σ1� (4)

Unobserved price effect = ∆θ0(σ1–σ0) (5)

In these equations, ∆ denotes the average 
male-female (or parent-childless adult) differ-
ence in the variable it precedes. The observed x 
effect, equation (2), also known as the quantity 
change effect, is the portion of the change in 
the gender (or family) wage gap between the 
two time points that is associated with changes 
in the quantity of each of the observed predic-
tors (such as experience or education) in x. The 
observed price effect, equation (3), is the portion 
of the change in the gender (or family) wage gap 
that is associated with changes in the net wage 
returns to each observed predictor. Equations 
(4) and (5) estimate the contribution of price 
and quantity changes in unobserved variables 
on the changes in the gender or family wage 
gaps and are not central to our discussion.

8. We begin with a wage equation for men (in the analysis of gender wage gaps) and childless adults (in the 
analyses of family wage gaps). Results from analyses that use wage equations for women and parents, respec-
tively, have a similar pattern. We report key results from this specification in the footnotes; full results are avail-
able from the first author. 
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Results

Trends in Wage and Salary Employment
Changes in work hours, conditional on being 
employed, take place against the backdrop of 
changes in participation in paid and unpaid 
labor. In figure 1, we graph trends in the per-
centage of each of the four parental status and 
gender groups (relative to the total population) 
who are employed as wage and salary workers 
as of the reference week. Figures A1 and A2 pro-
vide analogous trends by race.

Trends in wage employment show the now-
familiar story of partial convergence across pa-
rental status and gender groups, a convergence 
driven both by the declining share of fathers 
and childless men who are employed for pay 
and by the rising share of mothers and child-
less women who are employed for pay. The 
decline in men’s wage employment is evident 
throughout the forty-five years in the CPS: 
childless men, for example, decreased their 
wage employment from 76 percent in 1969 to 
66 percent in 2014. The growth of women’s 
wage employment was concentrated in the 
1970s and 1980s, when it increased from 36 to 
59 percent (mothers) and from 50 to 64 percent 
(childless women). For both groups of women, 

the share in wage employment declined slightly 
between 1999 and 2014 (see also Byker, this vol-
ume).

Trends in Work Hours
Figures 2 through 5 present, for each gender 
and parental status group, the percentage of 
wage earners in each work hour category: at 
least fifty hours per week (the top and darkest 
shaded area); the two full-time categories (the 
next two areas from the top, corresponding to 
forty-one to forty-nine hours and thirty-five to 
forty hours, respectively); and the two part-
time categories (the two lightest shaded areas, 
corresponding to twenty-one to thirty-four 
hours and, at the very bottom, one to twenty 
hours). Figures A3 through A6 provide analo-
gous trends by race.

The gender gap in long work hours between 
childless men and childless women (figures 2 
and 3, respectively), and between fathers and 
mothers (figures 4 and 5), is both substantial 
and persistent. In the early 1970s, when the 
CPS began collecting information on usual 
work hours, 15 percent of childless men and 4 
percent of childless women worked fifty or 
more hours per week. By 1999, the peak of long 
work hours in the United States, 21 percent of 
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Figure 1. Trends in Percentage of Men and Women in Wage and Salary Employment
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childless men and 10 percent of childless 
women worked them. The share of these 
groups declined slightly through the 2000s, 
dropped precipitously in the aftermath of the 
Great Recession, and began to rise again dur-
ing the economic recovery. As of 2014, 18 per-

cent of childless men and 9 percent of child-
less women worked at least fifty hours per 
week, still below peak levels but up 1 to 2 per-
centage points since the recession. Figures 2 
and 3 show that childless men and childless 
women’s share of long work hours moved in 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CPS-
MORG (BLS).
Notes: Estimates from 1973 to 1978 are from the 
May CPS (N =59,054), those from 1979 to 2014 
are from the MORG files (N =1,055,418).

Figure 2. Percentage of Workers in Work Hour 
Categories, Childless Men 
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on CPS-
MORG (BLS).
Notes: Estimates from 1973 to 1978 are from the 
May CPS (N=45,256), those from 1979 to 2014 
are from the MORG files (N =1,017,123).

Figure 3. Percentage of Workers in Work Hour 
Categories, Childless Women

1973
1978

1983
1988

1993
1998

2003
2008

2013

100

80

60

40

20

0

50+ hours
41–49 hours
35–40 hours

21–34 hours
1–20 hours

Pe
rc

en
t i

n 
W

or
k 

H
ou

r C
at

eg
or

y

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CPS-
MORG (BLS).
Notes: Estimates from 1973 to 1978 are from the 
May CPS (N =79,372), those from 1979 to 2014 
are from the MORG files (N =820,451).

Figure 4. Percentage of Workers in Work Hour 
Categories, Fathers
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on CPS-
MORG (BLS).
Notes: Estimates from 1973 to 1978 are from the 
May CPS (N =45,085), those from 1979 to 2014 
are from the MORG files (N=787,998).

Figure 5. Percentage of Workers in Work Hour 
Categories, Mothers
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tandem, meaning that the gender gap in long 
work hours among childless adults remains es-
sentially unchanged.

Among parents, the gender gap in long 
work hours was just as persistent (compare fig-
ures 4 and 5). In 1973, 20 percent of fathers 
worked at least fifty hours per week, versus 
only 3 percent of mothers. These percentages 
rose to a late-1990s peak of 24 percent of fa-
thers and 6 percent of mothers. The recent re-
cession had less of an impact on long work 
hours among parents than it did among child-
less adults: the percentage of fathers declined 
by only 2 percentage points between 2007 and 
2009, and the percentage of mothers by less 
than 1 point. By 2014, the percentage of moth-
ers rebounded to its prerecession peak of 6 per-
cent, and the percentage of fathers rose to 20 
percent. Despite these fluctuations, the gap be-
tween fathers and mothers was nearly the 
same in 2014 as it was in 1984, though it ex-
panded slightly in the middle years.

We also note that the gender gap in long 
work hours among parents greatly exceeds the 
gap among childless adults. In 2014, for exam-
ple, the ratio of fathers to mothers who work 
long hours was more than three to one, com-
pared to a two to one ratio among childless 
adults. This comparatively large gender gap in 
long work hours among parents is driven both 
by the smaller percentage of mothers than 
childless women who work long hours, and by 
the larger percentage of fathers than childless 
men who work long hours. This implies, of 
course, that the within-gender gaps in long 
work hours between parents and childless 
adults have a different “sign” for men and 
women. Moreover, within-gender gaps in long 
work hours widened between the beginning of 
the 1980s and the late 1990s, and although they 
narrowed in the subsequent years, they did not 
return to earlier levels. As we will discuss be-
low, this opens the door for a quantity change 
effect of long work hours on the family wage 
gaps.

Trends in part-time work are indicated by 
changes in the bottom area (one to twenty 
hours per week) and the second area from the 
bottom (twenty-one to thirty-four hours per 
week) in figures 2 though 5. With the exception 
of the sharp decline in very low work hours 

among mothers in the late 1970s, the trends in 
the two categories of part-time work are con-
sistent; for the sake of brevity, we discuss them 
as one category.

Like the gender gap in long work hours, the 
gender gap in part-time work is greater among 
parents than among childless adults. As shown 
in figures 2 through 5, the percentage of part-
time workers is the highest among mothers, 
who are followed in turn by childless women, 
childless men, and fathers. This pattern is ev-
ident in all years, but strongest in 1970s and 
1980s, in large part because the percentages of 
men and women who work part time con-
verged in more recent years. This recent con-
vergence was driven by the well-known decline 
in the percentage of mothers who work part 
time (from 30 percent in 1973 to 25 percent in 
2014), as well as by an increase in the percent-
age of part-time fathers (from 3 percent in 1973 
to 5 percent in 2014) and especially of part-time 
childless men (from 5 percent in the early 
1970s to 10 percent in 2014). All groups show 
an uptick in part-time work during the Great 
Recession, but their postrecession experiences 
differed: childless women quickly returned to 
prerecession levels and held steady, mothers 
returned to prerecession levels and continued 
to decline, but neither childless men nor fa-
thers had returned to prerecession levels of 
part-time work by 2014.

Trend in Mean Wages by Work Hours, 
Parental Status, and Gender
The association between trends in work hours 
and trends in gender and family wage gaps de-
pends, of course, on the wages associated with 
different work hours. Figures 6 through 8 pres-
ent the mean unadjusted wages associated 
with long work hours (figure 6), full-time work 
thirty-five to forty-nine hours per week, figure 
7), and part-time work (one to thirty-four hours 
per week, figure 8). Figures 6 through 8, as well 
as subsequent figures that include wage infor-
mation, begin with 1984, the first year of the 
MORG series in which the measures of paren-
tal status is available.

The first noteworthy result of figures 6, 7, 
and 8 is that the unadjusted hourly wages for 
men and women who work long hours rose 
faster than the hourly wages of full-time work-

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d at i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s



	 t r e n d s  i n  t h e  g e n d e r  g a p 	 81

ers of the same gender and parental status.  
For example, fathers who worked long hours 
earned, on average, $22 per hour (in 2014 dol-
lars) in 1984 and $33 per hour in 2014, a 50 per-
cent increase (figure 6). By comparison, full-

time fathers also earned $22 per hour in 1984, 
but their mean hourly wages had increased to 
only $26 per hour by 2014 (figure 7). The mean 
wages of mothers and childless women who 
worked long hours also increase more rapidly 
than those of full-time women: mothers who 
worked long hours saw their mean hourly 
wages nearly double (from $16 in 1984 to $30 in 
2014), compared with a 50 percent increase 
(from $14 to $21) for full-time mothers (com-
pare figures 6 and 7). By the early 2010s, the 
hourly wage gaps between mothers and child-
less women who worked long hours, on one 
hand, and childless men, on the other, had 
largely disappeared.

The hourly wage growth for part-time work 
was much less substantial, and though gender 
and parental status groups varied somewhat, 
for no group did growth match that of workers 
who worked full time or long hours (figure 8). 
A trend in the wages of part-time men is hard 
to discern, in part because so few fathers work 
part time. Part-time mothers and childless 
women saw their mean wages rise, but only 
modestly in absolute and percentage terms. 
Specifically, part-time mothers’ mean wages 
grew by $5 per hour, from $12 to $17, between 
1984 and 2014, an increase of 42 percent. Part-
time, childless women’s mean wages grew by 
only $3 per hour, from $12 to $15, or 25 per-
cent.

The overall story of unadjusted wage growth, 
then, is some convergence across gender and 
parental status groups, driven by the compara-
tively weaker wage growth for childless men 
than for mothers or childless women. Even so, 
the trend lines across gender and parental sta-
tus groups are by and large parallel, and gen-
der and family gaps in mean unadjusted wages 
remain substantial in 2014.

These cross-group differences in unadjusted 
wages graphed in figures 6 through 8 could, of 
course, merely reflect compositional changes 
if, for example, the proportion of workers with 
a college degree grew faster among workers 
who put in long hours than among those who 
work full time. We can gain some leverage on 
this by regressing (logged) hourly wages on 
work hours and predictors of wages (see also 
tables A1 and A2). The coefficients pertaining 
to long work hours are presented in figure 9, 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on MORG-
CPS (BLS).
Note: Fifty or more hours per week. N=458,355.

Figure 6. Unadjusted Mean Hourly Wages, Long 
Hours
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CPS (BLS). 
Note: Thirty-five to forty-nine hours per week. N = 
2,578,837.

Figure 7. Unadjusted Mean Hourly Wages, Full-
Time
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Note: One to thirty-four hours per week. 
N=495,950.

Figure 8. Unadjusted Mean Hourly Wages, Part-
Time
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and those pertaining to part-time work hours 
in figure 10; all work hour coefficients are large 
enough multiples of their standard errors to be 
significant at conventional levels (α = 0.05). 
These coefficients are interpreted as the pro-
portional wage increase (values greater than 
unity) or decrease (values less than unity) as-
sociated with long work hours relative to full-
time workers, after adjusting for other predic-
tors.

For the most part, work hour differences in 
trends in adjusted wages show a similar pat-
tern as trends in unadjusted wages (compare 
figures 9 and 10 with figures 6 through 8). The 
adjusted hourly wages of workers who work 
fifty or more hours per week rose more dra-
matically than those of full-time workers of the 
same gender and parental status. Notably, how-
ever, figure 9 shows that the mean adjusted 
wages of workers who put in long hours fell 
well short of those of full-time workers in the 
first half of our data series, implying a “wage 
penalty” for long work hours. The magnitude 
of this wage penalty declined steadily between 
1984 and the early 1990s, and by 2000 it had be-
come a wage premium (coefficients exceeded 
unity). The wage premium grew until the early 
2010s, after which it leveled off somewhat (see 
the trend line for fathers). Even so, by 2014, 

workers who worked fifty or more hours per 
week earned between 4 and 7 percent more 
than their full-time counterparts, even adjust-
ing for education and other wage-relevant 
characteristics.

The second key result in figure 9 is that the 
trend in the group-specific wage premium for 
long work hours did not differ substantially by 
gender or parental status: among mothers, for 
example, it was comparable to the long-hour 
wage premium among fathers. Note that this 
does not imply that mothers and fathers re-
ceive identical wages for long work hours (see 
figures 6, 7, and 8), because the relevant com-
parison is within groups.

Figure 10, the analogous graph for part-time 
wages, shows that the adjusted mean wages of 
part-time workers fell short of those of full-
time workers in all years and for all gender and 
parental status groups. The size of this part-
time wage penalty varies by gender and paren-
tal status. It is largest among childless men, 
such that part-time childless men earn approx-
imately 67 percent of the wages of full-time 
childless men adjusting for other attributes, 
and smallest among mothers, such that part-
time mothers earn about 80 percent of the 
wages of full-time mothers.

Between 1984 and the mid-2000s, the nega-
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tive wage differential between part-time work 
and full-time work did not change appreciably 
for any parental status or gender group, but 
afterward it declined sharply. The wage gap 
between part-time and full-time mothers, for 
example, grew by about 4 percentage points 
between 2007 (0.84) and 2014 (0.80). Taken to-
gether, figures 9 and 10 imply that up until the 
late 2000s, growth in the relative wages associ-
ated with long work hours was the dominant 
trend. In the last decade, the decline in the rel-
ative wages associated with part-time work was 
also pronounced. The JMP decompositions, 
which we turn to next, tease out these relation-
ships between changes in the relative wages of 
work hours and changes in gender and paren-
tal status wage gaps.

Decomposition of Trends in  
Gender Wage Gaps
The JMP decompositions relevant to trends in 
the gender wage gaps within parental status 
groups are presented in table 1. Between 1984 
and 2014, the gender gap in wages among par-
ents decreased by 0.19 log points, and the gen-
der gap in wages among childless adults de-
creased by 0.20 log points (see table 1 entries 
for total change in gender wage gap). Changes 
in observed factors account for about 25 per-
cent of the change in the gender wage gap for 
childless adults (that is, 0.049/0.193 = 0.25) and 
17 percent of the change for parents (0.033/0.197 
= 0.17).

For both groups, changes in long work 
hours are associated with widening the gender 
wage gap, adjusting for other observed factors, 
but this association is stronger among parents 
than childless adults. Among childless adults, 
rising wage returns to long work hours are as-
sociated with an increase in the gender gap in 
wages by 0.016 log points, about 9 percent of 
the size of the total change in the gender wage 
gap. Among parents, this price effect of long 

work hours is nearly twice as large: 0.029 log 
points, comparable to 15 percent of the total 
change in the gender wage gap.9 Put differently, 
in a hypothetical world in which the hourly 
wages associated with long work hours re-
mained at 1984 levels, the gender wage gap 
among childless adults would be about 9 per-
cent lower than we observe today, and the gen-
der wage gap among parents would be 15 per-
cent lower. To put this in context, the effect of 
changes in the wage returns to different edu-
cational degrees is about 10 percent of the total 
change for childless adults, and 5 percent of 
the total change for parents (for all decompo-
sition coefficients, see tables A5 and A6).10 

By contrast, the quantity change effect of 
long work hours is quite small for both parents 
and nonparents. For childless adults, changes 
in the gender gap in long work hours are as-
sociated with increase in the gender wage dif-
ferential by a trivial 1 percent of the total 
change. For parents, the estimated quantity 
change is essentially null (0.2 percent). This is 
anticipated by figures 2 through 5, which show 
no difference between 1984 and 2014 in the 
gender gap in long work hours.

By taking 1984 and 2014 as the starting and 
ending points, the preceding decomposition 
results may gloss over differences in the timing 
of price and quantity effects of long work 
hours. Columns 2 through 4 of table 1 present 
results from three JMP decompositions that 
use data from 1984, 1993, 2004, and 2014 to es-
timate wage trends across three time periods. 
These period-specific results show that the 
contribution of rising prices for long work 
hours to the expansion of the gender gap in 
wages is particularly pronounced in the first 
two decades of our data. This finding is con-
sistent with figures 9 and 10, which show that 
the steeper wage growth of long work hours 
relative to full-time work leveled off around 
2010. Very little of the change in the gender gap 

9. If we use the wage equation for women as the base for the Juhn, Murphy, and Pierce decomposition, we find 
a price change effect of long work hours 0.019 log points (10 percent) among parents and 0.011 log points (6 
percent) among childless adults. If we purge the data of all occupation-wage associations, we find a smaller 
price change effect: 7 percent for parents versus 14 percent in the main results; 6 percent for childless adults 
versus 8 percent in the main results. 

10. The education price effects are calculated by summing the price change coefficients of the education cat-
egories and dividing by the total change (x100). 
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Table 1. Selected Coefficients from JMP Decomposition of Gender Wage Gap

1984–2014 1984–1993 1994–2004 2004–2014

Panel A: Childless adults
Total change in gender wage gap –0.193 –0.133 –0.048 –0.012

From observed factors –0.049 –0.037 –0.015 0.004
From unobserved factors –0.144 –0.095 –0.032 –0.016

Long work hours
Change from long work hours 0.018 0.007 0.008 0.003
Quantity change 0.002 –0.001 0.001 0.000
Price change 0.016 0.008 0.007 0.003
Quantity as % of total change 0.9 0.5 1.9 0.2
Price as % of total change 8.3 5.9 14.3 25.2

Part-time work hours
Change from part-time work –0.012 –0.011 –0.008 0.007
Quantity change –0.013 –0.010 –0.003 0.001
Price change 0.001 –0.001 –0.005 0.007
Quantity as % of total change 6.6 7.6 6.7 5.1
Price as % of total change 0.3 1.0 10.1 56.3

N 152,266 148,959 159,615 162,922

Panel B: Parents
Total change in gender wage gap –0.197 –0.122 –0.023 –0.051

From observed factors –0.033 –0.015 –0.001 –0.017
From unobserved factors –0.164 –0.107 –0.022 –0.034

Long work hours
Change from long work hours 0.029 0.012 0.015 0.003
Quantity change 0.000 –0.003 0.000 –0.001
Price change 0.029 0.015 0.014 0.004
Quantity as % of total change 0.2 2.8 1.8 1.6
Price as % of total change 14.8 12.4 63.2 7.2

Part-time work hours
Change from part-time work –0.029 –0.014 –0.014 0.000
Quantity change –0.024 –0.009 –0.006 –0.007
Price change –0.005 –0.005 –0.008 0.007
Quantity as % of total change 12.2 7.0 27.4 14.3
Price as % of total change 2.3 4.5 34.4 13.3

N 120,380 130,161 125,240 115,459

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 1984-2014 CPS-MORG (BLS). 
Note: See text for sample restrictions. Models adjust for age, age squared, race, education, potential ex-
perience and its square, region, metropolitan status, and public-private sector. See A5 and A6 for all 
price and quantity change effects, and tables A3 and A4 for the underlying regression coefficients.

in wages is associated with changes in the 
shares of the parents relative to childless adults 
who work long hours (the quantity change ef-
fect) in any of the time periods.

In contrast to long work hours, changes in 
part-time work were associated with declines 
in the gender gaps in wages for parents and 

childless adults, primarily through nontrivial 
changes in the shares of these groups who work 
part time (see table 1). Between 1984 and 2014, 
the reduction of the part-time work hour gap 
between childless men and childless women 
was associated with an estimated 0.013 log 
point reduction in the gender gap in wages, or 
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7 percent of the total decline. Among parents, 
the decline in the gender gap in part-time work 
was associated with a 0.024 log point decline 
in the gender gap in wages, or 12 percent of the 
total change.11 The quantity effects of part-time 
work in the metric of log points are relatively 
unaffected by eliminating all occupation-wage 
association from the data. However, in terms 
of percentage of the total change in the wage 
gap, purging the occupation-wage association 
reduces the quantity changes by more than 
half, to 3 percent for childless adults and 5 per-
cent for parents.

Changes in the adjusted hourly wages of 
part-time work, by contrast, had very little im-
pact on gender wage gaps for either parents or 
childless adults across the 1984 to 2014 period. 
The period from 2004 to 2014 is a possible ex-
ception: in these ten years, the declining hourly 
wages of part-time work relative to full-time 
work was associated with an expansion of the 
gender wage gap among parents, and among 
childless adults, that largely offset the contrac-
tion of the wage gap attributable to conver-
gence in the shares of men and women who 
worked part time. However, the price change 
effect in this period is greatly attenuated after 
we purge all occupation-wage associations 
from the data. The more robust story is that 
convergence in the shares of part-time workers 
among fathers and childless men, and mothers 
and childless women, contributed to conver-
gence in the within-group gender wage gaps.

Decomposition of Trends in  
Family Wage Gaps
Our final set of results quantifies the asso
ciation between changes in work hours and 
within-gender wage differentials between par-
ents and childless adults. Table 2 provides the 
relevant estimates for wage differentials among 
women and men.12 In both cases, the within-
gender wage gap is calculated by subtracting 
parents’ wages from childless adults’ wages: it 
is positive for women (because childless women 
earn more, on average, than mothers) and neg-
ative for men (because childless men earn less, 

on average, than fathers). A positive coefficient 
for women means that the covariate is associ-
ated with an increase in the motherhood wage 
penalty; a positive coefficient for men means 
that the listed covariate is associated with a 
decline in the fatherhood wage premium.

The first rows in each panel of table 2 pro-
vide estimates of the total changes in the fam-
ily wage gaps for women and men, respectively. 
The wage gap between mothers and childless 
women declined by 0.041 log points, about 4 
percentage points, between 1984 and 2014. By 
contrast, the wage gap between fathers and 
childless men increased: in 1984, fathers earned 
6 percent higher wages than observationally 
similar childless men, but by 2014 they earned 
11 percent higher wages. The increase in the 
fatherhood wage premium is 0.037 log points, 
again about 4 percentage points.

The growth in the hourly pay of those who 
work long hours was associated with an in-
crease in the family wage gaps for both men 
and women. Between 1984 and 2014, rising 
hourly wages for long work hours was associ-
ated with an expansion of the motherhood 
wage penalty by an estimated 0.004 log points, 
about 9 percent of the total change in mother-
hood wage penalty. In percentage terms, this 
price change effect appears to be larger in 1993 
and 2004 than in either of the two flanking 
decades (see columns 2–4, table 2). Rising pay 
for long work hours also increased the wage 
gap between fathers and childless men, but by 
an even greater magnitude: 0.006 log points, 
or 18 percent of the total change, between 1984 
and 2014. Changes in the relative share of 
mothers and childless women, and of fathers 
and childless men, who work long hours were 
not associated with changes in the mother-
hood wage penalty or fatherhood wage pre-
mium, respectively, perhaps because these 
quantity changes were so modest (see also fig-
ures 2 through 5).

Just as in the gender wage decompositions, 
the association between trends in part-time 
work and trends in family wage gaps is driven 
primarily by changing shares of each group in 

11. In decompositions that use the women’s wage equation as the base, these percentages are 5 percent (child-
less adults) and 8 percent (parents). 

12. Tables A7 and A8 present the full set of coefficients for the JMP decompositions of the family wage gap.
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Table 2. Selected Coefficients from JMP Decomposition of Family Wage Gap

1984–2014 1984–1993 1993–2004 2004–2014

Panel A: Women
Total change in family wage gap –0.041 –0.008 –0.002 –0.030

From observed factors 0.012 0.009 0.012 –0.010
From unobserved factors –0.053 –0.018 –0.015 –0.021

Long work hours
Change from long work hours 0.003 0.000 0.003 0.000
Quantity change 0.000 –0.001 0.000 0.000
Price change 0.004 0.001 0.003 0.001
Quantity as % of total change 1.0 13.5 1.4 0.5
Price as % of total change 9.0 15.7 121.0 1.8

Part-time work hours
Change from part-time work –0.012 –0.002 –0.008 –0.002
Quantity change –0.013 –0.002 –0.004 –0.006
Price change 0.001 0.000 –0.004 0.003
Quantity as % of total change 31.0 28.5 165.9 18.6
Price as % of total change 2.0 6.0 175.7 10.4

N 131,721 134,404 142,285 139,602

Panel B: Men
Total change in family wage gap –0.037 –0.018 –0.027 –0.009

From observed factors –0.019 –0.005 –0.003 –0.011
From unobserved factors –0.018 –0.013 –0.024 0.020

Long work hours
Change from long work hours –0.005 –0.001 –0.003 –0.001
Quantity change 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.000
Price change –0.006 –0.002 –0.004 –0.001
Quantity as % of total change 2.7 5.1 2.2 5.0
Price as % of total change 17.5 13.2 13.8 13.4

Part-time work hours
Change from part-time work –0.004 –0.003 0.001 –0.002
Quantity change –0.004 –0.004 –0.001 0.001
Price change 0.000 0.001 0.002 –0.003
Quantity as % of total change 11.1 21.1 3.4 7.5
Price as % of total change 1.1 3.4 7.9 34.6

N 140,925 144,716 142,570 138,779

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 1984–2014 CPS-MORG (BLS). 
Note: See text for sample restrictions. Models adjust for age, age squared, race, marital status, educa-
tion, potential experience and its square, region, metropolitan status, and public-private sector. See ta-
bles A8 and A9 for all price and quantity change effects.

part-time work (quantity change effects), not 
by changing hourly wages for part-time work 
(price change effects). The comparatively rapid 
decline in the share of mothers who work part-
time compressed the motherhood wage pen-
alty by 0.012 log points, or 31 percent of the 

total change between 1984 and 2014. During 
the same period, the comparatively rapid in-
crease in part-time work among childless men 
increased the fatherhood wage premium by 
about 0.004 log points, or 11 percent of the to-
tal change (see table 2, column 1, panel B).13 

13. If we use the women’s wage equation as the base for the decomposition, the quantity effect of part-time work 
decreases to 25 percent of the total for women, 10 percent for men. 
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For both genders, price change effects of part-
time work were modest in the 1984 to 2014 pe-
riod. Column 4 in table 2 shows some indica-
tion of price change effects in the 2004 to 2014 
period, as indicated by the positive price change 
coefficient for women (0.003 log points) and 
negative price change coefficient for men  
(–0.003 log points). The within-gender compar-
isons thus show that price changes in long 
work hours were more influential for changes 
in the fatherhood wage premium than the 
motherhood wage penalty, whereas quantity 
changes in part-time work were more influen-
tial for changes in the motherhood wage pen-
alty than in the fatherhood wage premium.

Conclusion
One of the puzzles of contemporary gender 
scholarship is why gender and family wage 
gaps have been so persistent. In this article, we 
have focused on one proximate source of 
between-group wage inequalities, namely work 
hours. Our analysis is inspired by the argu-
ment that cultural beliefs about men and wom-
en’s “natural” traits lead to persistent gender 
and parental status gaps in wage-relevant be-
haviors and outcomes. In this context, it is un-
surprising that even though the share of work-
ers in all gender and parental status groups 
who worked fifty or more hours per week rose 
in the 1990s through the mid-2000s, the gap in 
long work hours between “mothers and oth-
ers” remained the most extreme. Gender and 
parental status gaps in part-time work hours 
have been less resistant to change, although a 
far greater share of mothers still work part 
time than childless women, fathers, or child-
less men.

“Sticky” gender and parental status gaps in 
work hours, coupled with changes in how dif-
ferent levels of work hours are compensated, 
have a strong association with trends in the 
gender gap in wages, in the motherhood wage 
penalty, and in the fatherhood wage premium. 
We have shown, first, that the rise (and later, 
partial retreat) in the share of Americans who 
work long hours had the net effect of increas-
ing the gender wage gap (especially among par-
ents) the motherhood wage penalty, and the 
fatherhood wage premium. Second, the asso-
ciation between trends in work hours and 

trends in wage gaps emerges because the mean 
hourly wages of workers who work long hours 
grew markedly compared to the wages of other, 
observationally similar workers who “only” 
work full time. This wage growth was gender 
and parental-status neutral in the sense that 
all long-hour workers saw their relative wages 
grow. It was not neutral in its consequences for 
aggregate levels of inequality. Because of the 
distributions of long work hours, as a group 
mothers benefited the least, and fathers the 
most, from the steep increase in the wage pre-
mium for working fifty or more hours per 
week. Our results suggest that the gender gap 
in human-capital adjusted wages among par-
ents would be 15 percent lower if the hourly 
wages of long work hours had not increased. 
Similarly, the gender gap in wages among 
childless adults would be 8 percent lower, the 
motherhood wage penalty would be 9 percent 
lower, and the fatherhood wage premium 
would be 18 percent lower than what we in fact 
observe between 1984 and 2014.

We have also shown that changes in the 
part-time work were associated with declining 
gender gaps in wages for parents and for child-
less adults, a decline in the motherhood wage 
penalty, and an increase in the fatherhood 
wage premium. However, these associations 
are driven by changes in composition, not in 
the relative wages of part-time work: specifi-
cally, a growing share of childless men and a 
declining share of women, particularly moth-
ers, who work part time. These shifts in the 
composition of part-time work were associated 
with a decline of 12 percent in the wage gap 
between mothers and fathers, 6 percent be-
tween childless women and men, and 30 per-
cent between mothers and childless women. 
They were associated with an 11 percent in-
crease in the wage gap between fathers and 
childless men over the thirty years of our study, 
albeit off a lower baseline gap than the other 
comparisons.

Across the entire labor force, changes in the 
shares of part-time workers from each demo-
graphic group and changes in the relative wages 
of different work hours had offsetting effects 
on between-group inequalities in human-
capital adjusted wages. The convergence in 
part-time work hours across parental status 
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and gender groups over the thirty years of the 
CPS data suggest that greater equality in work 
hours is possible, and with it a further reduc-
tion in the gender gap in wages. However, 
much of this convergence may be at the ex-
pense of men and women who would prefer 
full-time work but cannot find it.

Convergence in long work hours, too, would 
go far to reduce wage gaps. Such convergence 
could, logically, occur by reducing the share  
of fathers and childless men who work long 
hours or by increasing the share of mothers 
and childless women who do. Given evidence 
that many workers put in long work hours less 
out of preference than out of the fear that they 
will incur career penalties if they do not (Clark-
berg and Moen 2001; see also Reid 2015), and 
given the association between long work hours 

and productivity may be more illusory than 
real, the preferred solution (from the stand-
point of maximizing happiness) would seem 
to be to reduce the career sanctions for workers 
who avoid long hours. Our results also suggest, 
however, that gender and family wage gaps are 
affected by changes in the workplace and in 
workplace policies that affect disparities in  
the wages associated with different work hours. 
To the extent that part-time work is dispropor-
tionately minimum wage work, raising the 
minimum wage is likely to decrease the moth-
erhood wage penalty. At the same time, policy 
changes that benefit workers who put in long 
hours, such as raising the salary threshold for 
overtime pay, may have the unanticipated con-
sequence of exacerbating gender and family 
wage gaps.
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on MORG-CPS (BLS). 
Notes: May-CPS: dotted lines, N=645,984; MORG: solid lines, N=4,423,990. Race categories are mutu-
ally exclusive after 1972. Before 1973, Hispanic ethnicity is not available. 

Figure A1. Participation in Wage and Salary Employment, Men
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on MORG-CPS (BLS). 
Notes: May-CPS: dotted lines, N=714,725; MORG: solid lines, N=4,790,476. Race categories are mutu-
ally exclusive after 1972. Before 1973, Hispanic ethnicity is not available. 

Figure A2. Participation in Wage and Salary Employment, Women
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on CPS-
MORG (BLS)
Notes: May-CPS (1973–1984; N=188,676); MORG 
(1979–2014; Ns: NH=2,433,905). 

Figure A3. Work Hours Among Wage and Salary 
Employees, Non-Hispanic White Men

Source: Authors’ calculations based on MORG-
CPS (BLS)
Notes: May-CPS (1973–1984; N=126,931); MORG 
(1979–2014; N=2,209,279). 

Figure A4. Work Hours Among Wage and Salary 
Employees, Non-Hispanic White Women
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on MORG-
CPS (BLS)
Notes: May-CPS (1973–1984; N=16,161); MORG 
(1979–2014; N=245,336).

Figure A5. Work Hours Among Wage and Salary 
Employees, Non-Hispanic Black Men
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on MORG-
CPS (BLS)
Notes: May-CPS (1973–1984; N=14,242); MORG 
(1979–2014; N=305,552). 

Figure A6. Work Hours Among Wage and Salary 
Employees, Non-Hispanic Black Women
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