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Child Penalties and Gender Inequality

Henrik J. Kleven

The idea that parenthood has differential effects on
women and men is not new. However, recent work has devel-
oped new and transparent ways of estimating the magnitude
of child penalties — the negative effects of having children
on the labor market outcomes of women relative to men.
This research quantifies how much of gender inequality
child penalties explain and studies their underlying drivers.

While this research agenda is ongoing, a clear picture is
beginning to emerge: child penalties account for most of the
remaining gender inequality in labor market outcomes, at
least in developed countries, and they cannot be explained
by traditional mecha-

line. The outcomes of both men and women have been nor-
malized to zero in a base year before a child’s birth (specifi-
cally at # = =2), so that outcomes in any given year are mea-
sured relative to that pre-child base year. Changes relative to
the base year are reported in percentages.

The findings are striking. The outcomes of men and
women are almost perfectly parallel before childbirth, and
diverge immediately and sharply after childbirth. Having
a child is a nonevent for men, but leads to an immedi-
ate and persistent drop in employment and earnings for
women. Parenthood reduces female employment by 25 per-
cent and female earn-

nisms rooted in biol-
ogy, comparative
advantage, or public
policies. Rather, child
penalties seem to —
reflect social norms o '

about the roles of men

and women, norms
that vary strongly
across space and o

demographic groups.

Child Penalties in the US
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change in gender
norms. This view
represents a strong

departure from tra-

ings by 33 percent,
relative to males.
These estimates are
obtained from event
' Firstehild studies around the
* first child’s birth and
do not condition on
the total number of
children. As a result,
the child-driven gap
between men and
women reflects the
impact of subsequent
children as well.3 The
size of the child pen-
alty increases with the
number of children.
The preceding
estimates are based
on data from 1968 to
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ditional research on
gender inequality, which focused on human capital accumu-
lation and discrimination. In this article, I present a non-
technical review of my recent work on child penalties.

Child Penalties: The Facts

To set the scene, Figure 1 presents evidence on child
penalties in the United States. The results are taken from my
2022 study,! and they are based on the event study approach I
developed with Camille Landais and Jakob Egholt Segaard.?
The figure shows the evolution of employment and earn-
ings for men (black lines) and women (blue lines) around
the birth of a first child. The year of the first child’s birth is
indexed as event time # = 0, marked by the dashed vertical
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Figure 1

2020. As shown in my
2022 study, US child penalties have declined significantly
over time, but virtually all of this decline occurred prior to
the mid-1990s. Since that time, child penalties have been
stagnant, a finding that explains the observed slowdown of
gender convergence in recent decades.

How does the US compare with other countries? My
study with Landais and Segaard provides evidence from
Denmark, while another study with Landais, Johanna Posch,
Andreas Steinhauer, and Josef Zweimiiller provides evidence
from a number of countries in Europe and North America.*
In ongoing work, Landais, Gabriel Leite Mariante, and I
are building a global database of child penalties.> The bot-
tom line is that the qualitative patterns in Figure 1 apply to
almost every country, but the quantitative magnitudes vary
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greatly. As an illustration, Figure 2
provides evidence from two European
countries: Denmark and Switzerland.
Child penalties in Denmark are consid-
erably smaller than in the US, whereas

the most gender progressive in the
world, and central European coun-
tries are among the most gender con-
servative. A telling anecdote is that
Switzerland did not grant women the

to consider variation across space within
countries. Strikingly, child penalties dis-
play as large a variation within countries
as they do across countries. My 2022 study
provides evidence for the United States.

child penalties in
Switzerland are much
larger. For example,
the ecarnings penalty
varies from 24 per-
cent in Denmark to
a staggering 68 per-
cent in Switzerland.
Child penalties in
other Scandinavian
countries are similar
to those in Denmark,
while child penal-
ties in other cen-
tral European coun-
tries — such as
Austria, Czech
Republic, Germany,
and Hungary — are
similar to those in

Switzerland.
How can child
penalties  vary so

strongly across coun-

Child Penalties in European Countries
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Figure 3 presents case
studies of employment
penalties in four US
states: North Dakota,
Texas, California, and
Utah. The impact of
childbirth on employ-
ment varies greatly in
magnitude across these
states. The child pen-
alty is relatively small
in North Dakota (sim-
ilar to Scandinavia),
intermediate in Texas
and California (simi-
lar to the US over-
all), and extremely
large in Utah (simi-
lar to Switzerland).
Considering the entire
country, my findings
show that state-level
variation in child pen-
alties maps almost one

tries, and even across

for one with state-level

countries at similar
income levels and in
close proximity? It is natural to con-
sider factors that display large variation
across otherwise similar countries. One
such factor is gender norms. Indeed,
child penalties correlate strongly with
elicited gender norms from value sur-
veys. Scandinavian countries are among

Figure 2

right to vote until 1971 in national
elections, and until 1990 in some local
elections. The cross-country evidence

is therefore consistent with an effect of

social norms.
For studying the underlying mecha-
nisms driving child penalties, it is useful

variation in raw gender
gaps. In other words,
child penalties account for almost all of
the variation in gender inequality across
space.

To summarize, US child penalties
are large overall, but they display mas-
sive variation across states and over time.
Such within-country variation allows

of Public Economics.
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for a more compel-
ling analysis of the
relationship between

. . North Dakota
child penalties and et

Child Penalties in Employment across US States

Texas
20%

ular information on
education level, edu-
cation field, and labor
market experience at

elicited gender norms.
0% 0

' «—— First child Men

0%

: <«— First child

Ve the time of the first

State-time variation in
-20%

~—__

child penalties aligns

-40% !

Women )

-40% [ Women

! |
-20%

childbirth. Strikingly,
our analysis shows
zero heterogeneity in

closely with state-
time variation in gen- 0% 1

-60% ;

long-run child penal-

der progressivity. The !

ties by relative earn-

timing of the decline o :
in child penalties mir-
rors the timing of the

5-4-3-2-10123 456738910
Years relative to birth of firstborn

Child penalty: 14% -80% ]

5 -4-3-2-10123 4561738910
Years relative to birth of firstborn

Child penalty: 24% . A
—— ings potential. Even

women with greater
earnings  potential

California Utah
increase in gender 20 2000
.. ! «—— First child Men ! «—— First child Men
progresswny, most 0% ' 0% Se— ——

than their spouses face
child penalties similar

of which occurred in oo \
- 0

-20%

to the rest of the pop-

the 1970s and 1980s, :

Women _40%

LY

ulation. Such patterns

. . -40% .
with a greater decline :
in child penalties in

\

-60%

Women

are virtually impossi-
ble to reconcile with

,600/0 I
states where gender

quantitatively impor-

-80% .
progressivity increased :
more. The granularity
of this analysis is less
vulnerable to some of
the key concerns with

5-4-3-2-1012345%6738910

Years relative to birth of firstborn

il 3 ()
Child penalty: 25% -80% i

Shaded areas are 95% confidence intervals
Source: Kleven H. NBER Working Paper 30176

5-4-3-2-1012345%6 1738910
Years relative to birth of firstborn

Child penalty: 40%
‘ tant effects of compar-
ative advantage. My
findings for the US are
similar.

Yet another pos-

interpreting the cross-
country evidence discussed above.

Child Penalties: Explanations

The fact that child care comes with
a career cost is not surprising in itself,
although the magnitudes documented
above are perhaps surprising. The more
intriguing question is why the career
cost of children is so gendered even in
modern societies. In other words, what
explains the strength and persistence of
the gendered homemaker-breadwinner
institution? I have mentioned the possi-
ble role of social norms, but let me take a
step back and consider a set of more tra-
ditional explanations.

The natural starting point is biol-
ogy. Only women can bear and give
birth to children, and only women can
breastfeed. We would expect such fac-
tors to matter for the short-run impact
of children, but they may also matter
for the longer run due to labor market
dynamics. For example, work interrup-
tions around childbirth may have lasting
effects through human capital accumula-
tion and job market signaling. Studying

18 NBER Reporter o No. 4, December 2022

Figure 3

the role of biology requires separating
the effect of having a child from the
effect of giving birth to a child. In a 2021
study, written together with Landais and
Segaard, we propose to do this by com-
paring child penalties in biological and
adoptive families, adjusting for selection
into adoption.® We find that short-run
child penalties are slightly larger for bio-
logical mothers than for adoptive moth-
ers, but that long-run child penalties are
the same. These results suggest that biol-
ogy is not a key driver of child-related
gender inequality.

Another possible explanation focuses
on comparative advantage. If the earn-
ings potential of women is lower than
the earnings potential of men, it may
be optimal for parents to specialize in
the way observed in the data. Although
women in OECD countries are, on aver-
age, now more highly educated than
men, women still choose education fields
with lower earnings potential, such as
non-STEM fields. Landais, Segaard,
and I investigate the earnings-potential
explanation using Danish data. Earnings
potential is estimated based on gran-

sible explanation con-
siders the effect of public policies. For
child penalties, it is natural to focus on
the effect of family policies such as paren-
tal leave plans and child care subsidies.
The cross-country evidence discussed
above is not suggestive of important
policy effects. For example, low-penalty
countries in Scandinavia have very gen-
erous family policies, but so do a num-
ber of high-penalty countries in central
Europe. The absence of major policy
effects can be confirmed by quasi-exper-
imental evidence from within coun-
tries. In a 2022 paper, Landais, Posch,
Steinhauer, Zweimiiller, and I investigate
the long-run impact of family policies in
Austria using policy experiments span-
ning more than half a century.” We find
that the enormous expansion of paid
parental leave and child care subsidies in
Austria has had virtually no impact on
child penalties and gender inequality.

A factor that does have an impact
on gender gaps is labor market structure,
and especially the temporal flexibility
and family-friendliness of jobs.® Greater
job flexibility lowers child penalties on
women, all else equal. While this is an




interesting point, it is important to rec-
ognize that job flexibility effects oper-
ate through a general equilibrium chan-
nel. Such effects would affect mothers
and fathers equally unless something else
tilts childcare toward women. In other
words, the lack of job flexibility serves
as an important amplification mecha-
nism, but it cannot explain child penal-
ties and gender gaps on its own. It shifts
the research question one level up: why
does job flexibility matter for mothers,
but not for fathers?

The preceding evidence and argu-

The empirical patterns are striking.
For US-born movers, women born in
high-penalty states such as Utah or Idaho
have much larger child penalties than
women born in low-penalty states such
as the Dakotas or Rhode Island, condi-
tional on where they reside when hav-
ing children. Likewise, for immigrants,
women born in high-penalty countries
such as Mexico and the nations of the
Middle East and central Europe have
much larger child penalties than women
born in low-penalty areas like China and
Scandinavia.

Conclusion

The idea that parenthood affects
men and women differently is not new.
Yet, for a long time, this issue played a
relatively peripheral role in the literature
on gender inequality. The research pro-
gram summarized here has brought it to
the forefront. This research has devel-
oped a transparent event study approach
to estimating the impact of children on
women relative to men — the child pen-
alty —and to studying its underlying
drivers. In developed countries, child

ments speak against
explanations rooted in
gendered incentives.
Incentives may matter, Bottom decile
but their explanatory 20%

power seems relatively

: <«—— First child
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penalties can explain
most of the remain-
ing gender inequality
in the labor market.
In other words, elimi-
- nating gender inequal-
ity is virtually synony-
mous with eliminating
child penalties. While
the existence of child
penalties may seem
obvious at first glance,
say, because of biologi-
cally determined com-
parative advantage,
the size and persis-
tence of the effects are
puzzling. Traditional
explanations rooted in
biology and compar-

Child penalty
US immigrants: 52%
Country of birth: 48%

ture. The strong cor-
relation between child
penalties and elicited gender norms from
value surveys is suggestive, but not con-
clusive in itself.

To provide more conclusive evi-
dence, my 2022 study presents epi-
demiological research on movers and
immigrants in the US. The idea of this
approach is to investigate whether varia-
tion in child penalties among movers and
immigrants can be explained by varia-
tion in the child penalties of their birth-
places, even though they are no longer
exposed to the labor market institutions
and incentives of those birthplaces. Such
effects are most naturally interpreted as
effects of birthplace on preferences, for
example through the transmission of
social norms.

Figure 4

The findings for immigrants are illus-
trated in Figure 4. This figure compares
employment penalties for US immigrants
in the bottom and top deciles of birth-
country penalties. The employment pen-
alty is 13 percent for immigrants in the
bottom decile (where the average birth-
country penalty is 1 percent), while it
is 52 percent for immigrants in the top
decile (where the average birth-country
penalty is 48 percent). The strong rela-
tionship between immigrant penalties
and birth-country penalties is present
in the full distribution of birth-country
penalties, not just in the tails shown here.
Additional evidence suggests that these
effects are not driven by differential selec-
tion of immigrants from different places.

ative advantage mat-
ter mostly for infant
childcare and cannot explain the long-
run effects observed in the data.

I have argued that social norms are
central to understanding the empirical
patterns. If social norms explain child
penalties and therefore gender inequal-
ity, the million-dollar question is how
to change social norms. These norms
vary considerably over time and across
space, suggesting they are changeable.
To an economist, especially a public
economist, it is natural to ask if govern-
ment policies can influence social norms.
Experimental studies of government pol-
icy cannot capture general equilibrium
effects such as those operating through
social norms. Understanding whether
social norms and preferences are shaped
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by policy and other factors is an impor-
tant topic for future research.
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