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Examining the long-term consequences of the family life course for women’s earnings in 22
European countries, Joanne S. Muller, Nicole Hiekel & Aart C. Liefbroer find no earnings gap
between mothers and non-mothers. However, they find that women’s earnings depend on the
combination of their partnerships and childbearing in midlife and that societal contexts
promoting equal employment opportunities have long-lasting effects on women’s economic
resilience.

The increase of female employment was the most significant change in labor markets during
the past century (Goldin, 2006). However, women’s labor market earnings remain closely
related to their family role. Mothers’ wages lag those of childless women, even when work
experience is taken into account. This motherhood earnings penalty is a well-established
finding in many Western countries (e.g., Harkness & Waldfogel, 2003).

However, the simple distinction between mothers and childless women no longer reflects
reality. The second half of the past century also marked an increasing diversity in family
forms (Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). Women more often postpone motherhood, and unmarried
cohabitation and divorce have become more common. More parents split up and more children
grow up in one-parent households. In sum, the traditional motherhood life course that
combined early and lifelong marriage with repeated childbearing is replaced by a variety of
possible family trajectories. 

Hence in this article, based on Muller, Hiekel and Liefbroer (2020), we revisit the well-known
earnings gap between mothers and non-mothers. We take a long-term perspective on the
family life course and ask: How does diversity in family patterns relate to women’s earnings?
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Life course trajectories

Using data from 22 European countries from three major surveys, SHARELIFE, the
Generations and Gender Survey, and the British Household Panel Survey, and applying
sequence analysis, we created a typology of women’s family trajectories between ages 18 and
50. Figure 1 shows this typology: each horizontal line represents the family life course of one
woman in the data and colors correspond to yearly family status.

Each of the six types of life courses has distinct characteristics. The most traditional
motherhood trajectory types are child with partner, stretched,and child with partner, early,
characterized by lifelong partnership with one or more children. The first corresponds to
women who had many children and/or a large time gap between births and the second to
women who had their children at an early age and in rapid succession. These women typically
lived alone for a number of years (yellow), then started cohabiting and possibly got married
(light blue), had one or more children (dark blue) and continued living together with a partner
and child(ren) for the rest of their life, up to age 50. 

The other four trajectory types represent deviations from these traditional trajectories.
Women with the child with partner, delayed trajectory started their partnership and
childbearing relatively late, but continued to live with partner and children for the rest of
their lives. Women with the single parent trajectory became mothers but did not live with a
partner for a prolonged period of time (red or orange). The two other family trajectory types
include childless women. Those with the no-child-with-partner trajectory live a substantial part
of their life course together with a partner, and those with the no-child, no-partner trajectory
lived alone for (almost) their entire lives.

The three child-with-partner trajectory types are most common, accounting for 69.6% of the
women in our data; 18.1% of women followed the single mother trajectory, and 12.3% of
women followed one of the two childless trajectories. 
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Personal labor market earnings

Subsequently, we studied how this typology relates to women’s personal labor market
earnings between ages 50 and 60. Most strikingly, we did not find a strict earnings divide
between mothers and non-mothers (Figure 2). Rather, our results indicate that an earnings
penalty exists mostly for a specific type of mothers, namely those who have a lifelong
coresident partner, became mother relatively early and had multiple children. The earnings of
other types of mothers, namely single mothers and women who became mothers at a later age,
are similar to those of childless women. We find that women who live without a partner and
without children for the majority of their life have the highest earnings at the end of their
careers.

Our findings show that women’s family decisions have long-lasting consequences for their
earnings beyond the childrearing years. Thus, having opportunities to reconcile work and
family during midlife is vital for women, not only for their labor market activity at that time,
but also for their economic independence in later life.

Country comparison

The long-term importance of family support during midlife is further shown by our country-
comparative analyses. We find that the inequality between women based on their family
trajectory is smaller in countries with higher female labor force participation in 1980. Figure 3
shows this association. Each line represents the average earnings of women with a certain
family trajectory type. The X-axis represents the national level of female labor force
participation in 1980. When the female labor force participation was high, for instance at 70%,
the lines are closely spaced. This means that the inequality between women with different
trajectory types is relatively small. When levels of female labor force participation were low,
for instance at 40%, the lines are farther apart and thus inequality between women with
different trajectory types is larger.
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These results show that family-life based earnings inequality is smaller in countries that were
forerunners in women’s employment. Those forerunning countries offered the most
comprehensive public family support systems, which made women’s reconciliation of work and
care during midlife less burdensome. Our work shows the long-term importance of those
support systems: because of the long-lasting nature of family effects, the policies of today will
shape the lives of women and their families in the decades to come.

References

Goldin, C. (2006). The Quiet Revolution that Transformed Women’s Employment, Education,
and Family. American Economic Review, 96(2), 1–21.

Harkness, S., & Waldfogel, J. (2003). The Family Gap in Pay: Evidence from Seven
Industrialized Countries. Research in Labor Economics, 22, 369–414.

Muller, J. S., Hiekel, N., & Liefbroer, A. C. (2020). The Long-Term Costs of Family
Trajectories: Women’s Later-Life Employment and Earnings Across Europe. Demography,
57(3), 1007–1034.

Sobotka, T., & Toulemon, L. (2008). Overview Chapter 4. Changing Family and Partnership
Behaviour: Common Trends and Persistent Diversity across Europe. Demographic Research,
19, 85–138.

https://www.niussp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Relative-earnings-of-employed-women-at-ages-50-59-by-type-of-family-trajectory-and-level-of-female-labor-force-participation-in-1980-.jpg

