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Abstract

Childcare remains an obstacle for women in working the hours required in US private
sector management positions. Meanwhile, public policy that could help close the gender
leadership gap is wanting. Some US employers have effectively replaced the welfare state
by offering childcare benefits privately. On-site childcare in particular is important for
women because it tends to be open longer hours. I argue that the on-site childcare
status quo is dominated by a low supply, not low demand, equilibrium and greater
provision would result in greater female advancement. Using a field experiment, I test
whether women of child-bearing age are more likely to apply for a management job when
“extended-hours” childcare is offered on-site compared to “regular-hours” childcare or
none, and find a significant increase. Longitudinal data show that employer childcare
assistance helps women with children work longer hours at the population level.
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One of the most significant constraints in female professional advancement continues to

be childcare.1 Women remain the primary caregivers of children regardless of labor force

participation or education, and motherhood is still the single largest factor explaining the

gender pay gap (Blau 2012; Blau and Kahn 2017; Weeden, Cha and Bucca 2016). Having

children reduces women’s ability to work the longer hours demanded by positions of or lead-

ing to management, if they could choose to do so (Bertrand, Goldin and Katz 2010; Blau

and Kahn 2017; Cha and Weeden 2014).

The United States, once a leader in female labor force participation and advancement,

now lags behind other advanced industrial nations because of a lack of public policies that

help women balance professional goals with family work (Blau 2013; Morrissey 2017). While

the gender wage gap narrowed through the 1980s, it has been largely stable in the last two

decades (Blau 2012). Part of the reason can be attributed to the higher returns to profession-

als who work long hours, which accrue more to men than to women (Cha and Weeden 2014).

Men are free to work longer hours because of women’s disproportionate responsibility for

caregiving within the family. Meanwhile, senior leadership positions virtually always entail

working longer than average hours

In liberal welfare regimes like the United States, in which there is no universal public

provision of childcare, some employers have effectively replaced the social democratic state

by providing private childcare benefits in lieu of public ones. Yet only 10% of private sector

workers have access to childcare benefits, and they are concentrated by industry and occu-

pation (US Department of Labor 2019).

Given the societal consequences of limited gender diversity in private sector leadership,

employer-provided childcare is not only a workplace issue but a public policy issue as well.

1Other important factors include: maternity and motherhood biases in the workplace

(Goldin and Katz 2011); gender-stereotyping (Heilman 2012); and the “second shift” wherein

women take primary responsibility for family and household tasks (Hochschild and Machung

2003).
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Unlike other private social benefits provided by US employers – such as healthcare, which

has been extensively studied2 – we know surprisingly little about the what drives variation

in women’s access to childcare benefits, and what that means for their advancement. But

not knowing comes with a price: it runs the risk of locking in a status quo of unequal private

provision of childcare benefits, as we have already witnessed with US healthcare (Hacker

2002) and are beginning to observe with paid parental leave. Increasingly, and unevenly,

paid leave is mainly offered as a private, employment-based benefit (US Department of La-

bor 2019). Therefore, what employers are doing regarding childcare for employees, and how

that impacts women, is an urgent question.

Of particular interest is on-site childcare located at the workplace. On-site childcare tends

to be open longer hours than average for the childcare market as a whole (NSECE 2012). It

may also provide normative advantages to women who wish to pursue longer-hours careers

with an eye towards management when they have, or are thinking about having, children.

Unfortunately, in the United States on-site childcare remains relatively uncommon.

I argue that a low supply, low demand equilibrium dominates the on-site childcare market.

Only a minority of employers provide on-site childcare, and these are highly disaggregated by

industry and geography. Employers are not always transparent about the childcare benefits

they offer, resulting in information asymmetries in favor of employers. Therefore, women

cannot easily shift their labor to employers who offer on-site childcare, allowing them to

express their demand for the benefit. Without an expansion of supply, demand remains

primarily latent among the workers most likely to benefit from on-site childcare: women.

Using a field experiment in the top ten metropolitan areas of the United States, I show

that female demand for on-site childcare is latent and that increasing its supply would pos-

itively impact women’s pursuit of a management-oriented job. I find that when “extended-

hours” on-site childcare is offered as a benefit in a live job ad placed in an online employment

platform, it results in a significant increase in the number of women of child-bearing age who

2For a review of this literature, see Gruber (2017)
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apply to a management position requiring long hours. This is not true when “regular-hours”

or no childcare is offered, and the effect is independent of salary.

I then use nationally-representative panel data to explore the relationship between em-

ployer childcare benefits and women’s work hours in the general population. I find a robust

causal link between benefit receipt and increased work hours for women, but not for men.

This analysis shows that private, employer-provided childcare benefits are an important

bridge to female advancement: they help women work longer hours, which is critical in light

of the well-established relationship between longer work hours and professional advancement

(Bertrand, Goldin and Katz 2010; Blau and Kahn 2017; Cha and Weeden 2014).

Although private childcare benefits are not an adequate substitute for public investment,

the political realities in the United States that have resulted in the development of private,

employer-provided benefits require more serious engagement by researchers. These bene-

fits differentially impact women, and, importantly, are path dependent. Effective policy

interventions to encourage greater, more even distribution of private childcare benefits by

employers – as well as the positive impact these would have on women’s careers – depend

upon better understanding of these dynamics.

Public Policy Vs. Private, Employer Childcare Benefits

The political history of early childhood care and education in the United States has rendered

public policy solutions to the problem of childcare difficult to enact. For more than a century,

the development of a universal childcare policy at the national level has been stymied by

entrenched political disagreements about the role of public versus private financing, religious

versus secular pedagogy, and feminist versus traditionalist views about women’s role in so-

ciety (Cohen 2001; Karch 2013; Morgan 2006). These dynamics have been complicated by

changing ideas about children’s development, as well as serious inequities along racial and

class lines (Michel 1999). The resulting lack of political consensus has left in place a patch-

4



work of national and state-level policies targeted at some (but not all eligible) low-income

families, with tax deductions the primary vehicle to assist the middle class (Kamerman and

Gatenio-Gabel 2015). Childcare “commodified” in the private market has taken the place of

a national childcare policy (Sosinsky 2012).

Ironically, the relationship between childcare and women’s labor force participation has

been more successfully addressed by the federal government in military contexts. During

World War II, the Lanham Act authorized federal spending on childcare facilities to help

women work outside the home when male labor shifted to the armed forces, which increased

women’s paid employment and had long term, positive effects on children (Herbst 2017).

Passage of the 1989 Military Childcare Act mandated and funded a high-quality, subsidized,

and universal childcare system housed within the Department of Defense (DoD) to recruit

and retain service members in the all-volunteer armed forces. Today, the DoD is the single

largest employer-provider of childcare in the United States, but although the DoD program

is “widely considered to be a model for the nation” (Floyd and Phillips 2013, 79), it remains

an employment-based benefit.

In this context, some US employers have stepped in to provide childcare benefits privately,

in effect replacing state functions in social democracies. Childcare benefits are generally of-

fered in lieu of wages in order to recruit or retain employees (Feierabend and Staffelbach

2016). Family-friendly benefits like childcare are usually targeted at, and taken up by,

women (Liu et al. 2019; Vandello et al. 2013).

There are different types of benefits under the rubric of childcare and the share of US

employees that receive them decreases as the generosity of the benefit in question increases.

About 10% of private sector workers in the United States have access to “childcare” benefits

through their employers, a catchall category ranging from cash subsidies for off-site childcare

services to back-up childcare for emergencies to full-time, on-site childcare facilities located

at the workplace (US Department of Labor 2019). By contrast, 39% have access to a depen-

dent care flexible spending account, an employer-administered, government-funded program
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that allows workers to set aside pre-tax income that can be used towards child and other

dependent care expenses tax-free up to a yearly cap. About 50% of workers have access to

employee assistance programs, which often include childcare referrals that help employees

locate, though not pay for, childcare services.

The number of private sector workplaces that offer on-site childcare remains limited.

About 7% of all US employers offer childcare “at or near a work site” (Society of Human

Resource Managers 2017). Among organizations with at least 100 employees, 14.4% offer

“workplace childcare” (Cranet Network 2017). The relatively small number of employers is

highly concentrated: 42% of IT sector employees, 32% of employees at colleges and univer-

sities, and 26% of employees in finance have access to childcare benefits (US Department of

Labor 2019). By contrast, 2% of retail workers and 5% of health and education workers do;

these are two industries that are predominately female and frequently low wage.

A common refrain in the economics media is that there is too little demand for on-site

childcare, especially from women, to justify offering it. However, about 25% of the American

workforce is employed at organizations with 100 or more employees and the average S&P

500 company has about 20,000 workers, nearly half of these women (Catalyst 2019). This

concentration of female employment suggests a need to look more closely at these assump-

tions about the demand for employer-provided childcare.

Survey data suggests that the majority of Americans believe the family alone should

assume financial responsibility for the care of children (ISSP 2012). This is not surprising,

given the country’s history as a liberal welfare state with expectations that the family be

the primary provider (Orloff, O’Connor and Shaver 1999). Yet as we see in Figure 1, when

Americans do prefer childcare assistance, it’s actually from the government (13%), not em-

ployers (6%), with women preferring government somewhat more so than men, a gender

difference not observed for employer childcare.

If these attitudes were ideologically or gender motivated, we would expect to see similar

distributions in a different but related area of family policy where the federal government
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Figure 1: US Political Attitudes About Public vs Employer Childcare and Leave
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also does not provide universal support: paid family leave. Yet a substantial number of

Americans prefer employers to pay for leave (29%) while preferences for government-paid

leave are similar to preferences for employer-paid childcare (6%), as we also see in Figure 1.

Furthermore, there is a strong gender component in the preference for employer-paid leave.

It is not immediately obvious what explains the preference for employer-paid leave but not

employer-paid childcare until we consider the fact that the only way Americans currently

receive paid family leave is through an employer. About 18% of all private sector employees

have access to paid family leave, while only 10% have access to childcare benefits (US De-

partment of Labor 2019), and the majority of recipients are female.

On the one hand, preferences for public spending on childcare but private spending on

paid leave may reflect the true, yet bifurcated, attitudes of Americans. On the other, sur-

vey data may be picking up what Cialdini, Kallgren, and Reno (1991) identifies as people’s

perception of descriptive norms (i.e., what is done) rather than injunctive norms (i.e., what

ought to be done). This opens up the possibility that, as Say’s Law or “policy feedback” theo-
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ries might predict,3 preferences for private, employer-provided family benefits are supply-led,

rather than demand-led. Indeed, looking no further than the DoD childcare program, it is

doubtful that without the push from the Military Childcare Act the program would exist

in its current form due to demand pressure from military personnel alone, considering the

limited number of women serving in the military at that time. Similarly, if the supply of

employer-paid leave drives political preferences for it, we have reason to conjecture the same

about employer-paid childcare. We also have reason to believe this preference is stronger

among women.

Employer Childcare Benefits and Women

Three main factors point to the possibility that demand for on-site childcare among women

is present, but may be latent. The first is that on-site childcare can help women work longer

hours in ways childcare available in the open market does not. The second is that on-site

childcare may have a positive “norming” effect for ambitious women. The third is the diffi-

culty for women to express demand for on-site childcare by shifting their labor to employers

who offer it.

Female Work Hours : In principle, there are two ways of leveling the professional

playing field between women with childcare responsibilities and other workers so that both

groups are able to pursue positions in, or leading to, management. One is to limit workday

hours for everyone. The other is to make it easier for employees with children to work longer

hours if they wish to do so.

Attempts to limit workday hours have produced disappointing results for women’s pro-

fessional advancement. The two main approaches to limiting the workday that have been

implemented by governments in advanced economies via public policy and/or by employers

3For a review of this literature, see Campbell 2012.
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via human resources policy are 1) the use of “flexibility” programs to allow employees to

be physically absent without salary or advancement penalty; and 2) the use of regulations

on the maximum number of hours employees are allowed to work. In the case of flexibility

programs, some workers continue to work longer hours while others do not. In the case of

regulations on hours, all workers of a particular type, usually below senior management, are

expected to work no more than the maximum number of hours permitted. The net result for

women, however, is often negative either way: widespread assumptions in the labor market

that women with children cannot or will not work the hours required of management.

Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark have been pioneers in the area of workplace flex-

ibility. These countries boast some of the highest rates of female labor force participation in

the OECD. Yet a substantial portion of this employment is part-time, and up to one-third of

it involuntary, resulting from women’s inability to find full-time work (Lanninger and Sund-

strom 2014). In many European countries, childcare and education policies not designed

with an eye towards labor market realities have resulted in women having access to subsi-

dized but short-hours childcare that prevents them from fully participating in the workforce,

let alone advancing in it (Allemann-Ghionda, Hagemann and Jarausch 2013). Even when

workers are able to reconcile reduced-hours childcare and employment, a “flexibility stigma”

operates against the (mostly female) employees who take advantage of such programs (Cech

and Blair-Loy 2014). This is the paradoxical consequence of “family-friendly” hours reduc-

tions: if women are expected to work less because of maternity and childcare responsibilities

their male counterparts do not share, statistical discrimination may operate against women

as a group, making it difficult for them to find jobs and be promoted whether they have

children or not (Datta Gupta and Smith 2002; Datta Gupta, Smith and Verner 2006; see

also Blau and Kahn 2017).

Regulations on work hours produce a similar effect. When hours are capped, ambitious

women are unable to signal their “type” as employees interested in moving into, or higher

up in, management by working longer hours (Iversen, Rosenbluth and Skorge 2020). Conse-
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quently, such women may fall victim to the same sort of statistical discrimination.

At the other end of the spectrum, policies can be implemented to help women with chil-

dren work longer hours. Among these, on-site childcare is of paramount importance.

Besides its obvious convenience,4 on-site childcare can be tailored to the scheduling needs

of employers and may be more likely to help female employees work the hours required of

management positions. Only 3% of US childcare centers are open evenings or weekends, and

the mean weekday number of operating hours is 9.3 – roughly corresponding to an 8:30 AM

to 5:30 PM work schedule, or a 40-hour workweek, including a daily lunch break (NSECE

2012). Yet for professionals with young children who work in, or aspire to be promoted

to, management positions, this number of childcare hours is inferior to the number of work

hours generally required of them.

About half of employed Americans who identified as “managers” at any level report work-

ing more than 40 hours a week, and about 17% report working more than 50 hours a week

(ISSP 2015). Among professionals concentrated in “hours-hungry” jobs working over 50 hours

a week, those hours translate into higher earnings (Cha and Weeden 2014). Nevertheless,

most managers are only working a few more hours per week than most non-managers. This

suggests that in the aggregate the number of daily hours a childcare center would need to be

open to accommodate female employees with management aspirations is more than is typical

in the current childcare market, but less than the most time-inflexible positions require.

On-site childcare centers are more likely to meet this need. Among childcare centers

located at a workplace, 82.1% are open 10 or more hours per day, and 60.9% are open 11

or more hours, versus 45% and 35.5%, respectively, for centers not located at a workplace

(NSECE 2012). Where employers expect managers to work longer hours than non-managers,

they can set their childcare center operating hours accordingly. This allows employees with

young children to work in leadership-oriented jobs – and to signal their ambition for those

4After quality, the second more commonly cited reason for consumers to chose their

childcare provider is location (NPR/Harvard 2016)
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jobs by working longer hours earlier in their careers. The current status quo of limited on-site

childcare constrains the ability of women with primary childcare responsibilities to do this.

Social Norms About Ambitious Women : Childcare benefits for employees involve a

unique social dimension that does not apply to other benefits employers may offer. Deeply

rooted historical norms that proscribe maternal employment during children’s early years

impact women’s professional behaviors and their use of third-party childcare. Women have

long been socially discouraged from working outside the home when their children are young,

especially if the work hours are considered long, and they continue to be influenced in their

professional behavior by this norm (Fleche, Lepinteur and Powdthavee 2018).

On-site childcare offered by employers, particularly that open longer-than-average hours,

may help reduce the social costs to women with young children in working longer hours.

Where firms help employees with young children who have, or aspire to have, positions in

upper management work the hours requires of their jobs, women may perceive less social

disapprobation and a more encouraging environment for doing so. Furthermore, because

both “ambitious” and “non-ambitious” female employees may use an on-site childcare center

open longer hours, ambitious women may be offered a kind of normative cover by using the

same facilities as less ambitious ones.

Difficulty Shifting Labor to Employers with Childcare Benefits : Helping women

work longer hours and providing normative cover for doing so are clear advantages of on-site

childcare for which we might expect women to express demand. Yet the means of signaling

that demand are limited. Thus, we cannot measure current demand for on-site childcare by

observing current supply.

Employees are constrained in their ability to “vote with their feet” and shift their la-

bor to an employer who offers on-site childcare because few employers provide the benefit.

Those that do are dispersed geographically and across industries. For an employee at an

organization that does not provide on-site childcare to act on her demand for this benefit

by switching employers would require not only changing jobs but potentially industries and
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even relocating. By contrast, employees can more easily shift their labor to employers who

offer better healthcare benefits because these are significantly more common.

Furthermore, changing jobs is stressful, and may be costly if it involves lost wages in

between periods of employment. Thus, if employees even slightly prefer not changing jobs

to changing jobs in exchange for childcare benefits, they will not change jobs even if they

would prefer to have childcare benefits rather than not. As a result, employers are less likely

to pick up accurate labor market signals about employee demand for childcare.

Compounding the problem, those especially motivated to pursue jobs with childcare ben-

efits may still be thwarted by information asymmetries in favor of employers. In the United

States, employers are not required by law to publicly disclose employee childcare benefits

and organizations may gate benefits information from public view. Among US Fortune 500

companies, about one-fifth of firms provide little or no employee benefits information on

their websites (Latura 2019). Whether they offer on-site childcare can only be ascertained

by triangulating from other sources, such as state licensing records. Furthermore, many

families simply accommodate the childcare market model that predominates because that is

what is available (Meyers and Jordan 2006), and the costs of agitating for employer-provided

options may be high. As such, employers are unlikely to observe manifestations of demand

for on-site childcare unless they solicit those opinions directly.

Help in working longer hours, a normative cover for working those hours, and a difficulty

in shifting labor to employers who make this possible are all factors that give us reason to

hypothesize that demand for on-site childcare among women exists but is primarily latent.

Under conditions of latent demand, a low-supply / low-demand equilibrium dominates. This

demand becomes effective with a prior increase in supply.

We can observe latent demand when supply is changed to see how women’s professional

behavior responds. Because working longer hours is critical for management jobs, we should

expect on-site childcare open extended hours compared to the market average to be espe-

cially helpful for women interested in leadership positions. On-site childcare open regular
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hours similar to the market average should not be expected to produce the same effect.

Based on this logic, I hypothesize that women of child-bearing age are more likely to pursue

a long-hours, management-oriented job when on-site, “extended-hours” childcare is available

versus on-site, “regular-hours” childcare or none (H1).

At the same time, given the unique non-monetary advantages that may be intrinsic to

on-site childcare, a preference for on-site childcare may be stronger than a preference for a

salary substitute. Therefore, I also hypothesize that the effect of on-site, “extended-hours”

childcare availability is independent of salary (H2).

Demand for On-Site Childcare and Its Impact on Women’s
Professional Advancement

Existing literature has established the link between working longer hours and professional

advancement (Cha and Weeden 2014; Feldman 2002; see also Frederiksen, Anders, Takao

Kato and Smith, Nina 2018). I focus on substantiating two related claims. First, I estab-

lish the existence of latent demand for on-site, extended-hours childcare among women by

employing a field experiment to test H1 and H2. Then, I deploy nationally-representative,

longitudinal data showing that receipt of employer childcare assistance in the general pop-

ulation leads women to work longer hours. Together, these two tests demonstrate (i) the

presence of pent-up demand for on-site, employer-provided childcare and (ii) a causal link

between greater childcare benefits and women’s ability to work longer hours.

Measuring Latent Demand: A Field Experiment

To establish the presence of latent demand for on-site childcare, I employ a field experiment

in which I randomly offer different childcare and salary benefits to real-world job applicants

for a position listed on a popular on-line employment platform. The platform is not identi-

fied here for confidentiality reasons.
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The job advertisement solicits applications for an open “marketing manager” position in

the healthcare services industry. The ad was placed on the employment platform in each

of the top ten metropolitan areas of the United States by population. Live users of the

employment platform could see and apply for the job posted, but no one was interviewed or

hired for the position.5

The advertisement was brief and stated the following: “We are seeking a marketing man-

ager at our dynamic corporate headquarters in [metropolitan area]. To view the full job

description and to submit your resume online, please click ‘Apply’ to be routed to our web-

site.”6 Interested applicants who clicked on “Apply” were then sent to the Qualtrics website

where the full job description was posted. Childcare benefits and salary offered for that

metropolitan area were randomly varied.7

The full job description presented subjects with one of three possible childcare benefit

conditions (extended-hours childcare, regular-hours childcare, or no childcare) as well as

a randomly varied salary at one of three possible levels. Those levels represented 100%,

90%, or 80% of a base, price-parity-adjusted salary, y, for a marketing professional in each

metropolitan area. (See the Page 7 of the Online Appendix for details and numerical values.)

In this way, the experiment followed a 3 x 3 factorial design with nine possible childcare /

5The IRB that approved this study determined that the consent process could be waived.

The study posed no more than minimal risk to subjects and subject knowledge of the study

beforehand would have decreased the scientific validity of the results. Subjects were not

debriefed at the conclusion of the study because it was deemed more potentially harmful to

be informed of the deception than not. See Page 1 in the Online Appendix for additional

information.
6Figure A1 on Page 4 of the Online Appendix displays a screen shot of how a search

result in the employment platform would appear.
7Figure A2 on Page 6 of the Online Appendix displays a screen shot of how the full job

description in Qualtrics would appear.
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salary treatment dyads, where the actual dollar amount of y varied locally.

The job is described as a “mid-level position with opportunities to advance into senior

management” and requiring “occasional overtime.” Thus, although the exact hours are not

specified, applicants were told that the job requires longer than average hours. All sub-

jects were informed under the compensation and benefits section that medical and dental

insurance and a 401K plan were offered. In the extended-hours treatment, “On-site child-

care open during normal business hours with extended-hours care available before and after

normal business hours (unsubsidized)” was offered. In the regular-hours treatment “On-site

childcare open during normal business hours (unsubsidized)” was offered. In the no-childcare

control, childcare benefits are not mentioned. However, for all potential applicants the hiring

company is described as “family friendly” so that subjects begin with a relatively similar set

of assumptions about the company’s work-family priorities.

The job description and the application were deliberately simple so as to facilitate a

low-cost application process for subjects while still maintaining verisimilitude. Applicants

needed only to enter their name, contact information, and submit a CV to apply. Only sub-

jects who completed the application entered the experimental sample. Subjects who started

the application but did not finish, or who did not submit a readable CV, were excluded.

The data-generating process for the field experiment stems from three sources. First, the

Qualtrics survey software records each applicant’s assigned treatment dyad and metropolitan

area. Applicants also enter their own contact information. Second, because it is illegal in

the United States to ask for a job applicant’s gender, this is estimated (male/female binary)

in two ways: 1) a subjective assessment based on first name; 2) a gender predictor from the

Gender-API.com application programming interface (API), also based on first name. These

estimates are congruous. Third, because it is illegal to ask for a job applicant’s age, this is

estimated from the date of bachelor’s degree or from the date of earliest professional expe-

rience – whichever comes first – entered manually from each submitted CV.

Subjects self-select into the sample. This means that unlike a traditional experimen-
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tal design, there is no researcher-defined subject pool. We cannot compare subjects who

were treated and applied to subjects who were treated but did not apply because the latter

individuals remain unobserved. Therefore, in order to have measurable variation in the de-

pendent variable, I conceive of the experiment as an intention-to-treat (ITT) analysis where

the “intended” subject pool is comprised of all potential applicants of any age, gender, or

treatment assignment that could theoretically have seen the ad in each of the ten markets

in the study.

From these four metrics, I create a composite variable called applicant type where all

possible applicants can be sorted into types based on age, gender, experimental dyad, and

metropolitan area. Then, I measure how many subjects from each applicant type actually

did apply. Consequently, the dependent variable tells us the number of individuals, if any, in

each type who are represented in the sample compared to the number of individuals across

all types in the population who could have been represented.

The composite element for age is segmented by age group. The three age groups in which

it is most likely for women to have under-school-age children (or be thinking about having

them) are defined – age groups 25 to 29, 30 to 34, 35 to 39 – and all others are pooled.8

These age groups are then combined with each of the possible treatment dyads, metropolitan

areas, and genders resulting in a total of 720 possible applicant types: 9 treatment dyads

x 10 metropolitan areas x 2 genders x 4 age groups (the three of interest and the pooled

remainder). Because applications are received from some applicant types but not others, the

dependent variable measures the actual number of applicants of a particular type in each of

these 720 possible applicant types.

Structuring the dependent variable in this way is also a “hard test” of my hypotheses.

While in theory applicants of any age-gender combination in a particular market could have

8Nationally-representative survey data indicates that about 26% of American women ages

25 to 29 have an under-school-age child, as well as 44% of women ages 30 to 34, 39% of women

ages 35 to 39, and 19% of women ages 40 to 44 (SIPP 2014).
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been treated while job searching, in practice not every combination is likely to have even

seen the ad, let alone to have seen it and not applied. Hence, if there is a statistically sig-

nificant difference in the number of applications from women of child-bearing age under the

extended-hours treatment using the ITT design as conceived here, it should provide greater

confidence that the results are replicable.

To test my hypotheses, I specify the equation

log(Ynumber.per.type) =β0 + β1 ∗ female+ β2 ∗ agegroup+ β3 ∗ regular+
β4 ∗ extended+ β5 ∗ female ∗ agegroup+ β6 ∗ female ∗ regular+
β7 ∗ female ∗ extended+ β8 ∗ female ∗ agegroup ∗ regular+
β9 ∗ female ∗ agegroup ∗ extended+ δfas + ηfam + ε

(1)

where log(Ynumber.per.type) is the log of the number of applicants per applicant type. The

variable female indicates a female applicant type and agegroup indicates the age group

of interest; the exact age groups vary by model (see Table 1). The variables regular and

extended indicate assignment to the regular-hours and extended-hours childcare treatment

conditions, respectively. The variable of main theoretical interest is the interaction term

female ∗ agegroup ∗ extended, whose coefficient β9 we expect to be positive, significant,

and greater than the coefficient β8 on the interaction term female ∗ agegroup ∗ regular for

women in child-bearing age groups. I control for female-age-salary fixed effects with δfas and

female-age-metropolitan area fixed effects with ηfam.

Experimental Results

In total, 147 subjects applied to the posted job: 86 women and 61 men. The mean age

for female applicants was 37.5 and 41.9 for males. Figure 2 shows the age distribution of

subjects by gender and experimental condition. We see in the left-hand graph that there is

a sharp rise in the number of applicants from women in their early thirties in the extended-

hours childcare condition. By contrast, in the right-hand graph we see a much flatter age

distribution by experimental condition for men, suggesting that childcare benefits were not
17



Figure 2: Age Distribution of Applicants in Sample
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especially motivating for male applicants.

Table 1 presents the results of five versions of the regression estimation differing by

age groups. In column (1), we see that for women ages 30 to 34, compared to all other

age groups, the extended-hours treatment is positive and significant, while the regular-hours

treatment is not significant. Substantively, this corresponds to an 18.4% increase in the

number of women at peak age of first births who apply to a long-hours, management-oriented

job when extended-hours childcare is offered. Therefore, we find evidence to support H1, that

women of child-bearing age are more likely to pursue a long-hours, management-oriented job

when on-site, extended-hours childcare is available versus on-site, regular-hours childcare or

none. These results are independent of the fixed effects controls, and so we also find evidence

to support H2, that the effect in H1 is independent of salary. Considering that the on-site

childcare offered was unsubsidized to begin with, this provides confirmation that women

value on-site childcare for reasons not strictly related to cost.

In columns (2) through (5), I compare the 30-34 age group to others. Only age group 30

to 34 is positive and significant – at less than p = .05 in column (1), and at less than p = .10

in columns (2) and (3) – suggesting that the main driver of the observed results is women
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Table 1: Experimental Results

Dependent variable:

log(1 + no.app.types)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

female:age_25_29:regular 0.008 0.011
(0.088) (0.091)

female:age_25_29:extended −0.058 −0.054
(0.088) (0.091)

female:age_30_34:regular 0.045 0.053 0.054 0.054 0.057
(0.086) (0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female:age_30_34:extended 0.169∗∗ 0.152∗ 0.158∗ 0.141 0.144
(0.086) (0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female:age_35_39 :regular 0.049 0.050 0.050 0.053
(0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female:age_35_39 :extended −0.100 −0.094 −0.112 −0.108
(0.086) (0.088) (0.088) (0.091)

female:age_40_44:regular 0.008 0.011
(0.088) (0.091)

female:age_40_44:extended 0.029 0.015
(0.088) (0.091)

Female*Age*Salary Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Female*Age*Metro. Area Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Observations 720 720 720 720 720
R2 0.163 0.234 0.272 0.264 0.302

Note: Lower order terms included but not displayed. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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in their early thirties. According to the US Centers for Disease Prevention and Control,

the 2017 birth rate for women aged 30 to 34 is now the highest in the country, above the

previously highest-rate age group for women, 25 to 29.

As my experiment demonstrates, extended-hours childcare is a game changer for female

professionals in this age group. Next, we turn to the question of whether employer childcare

benefits actually lead to longer work hours in the population at large.

Employer-Provided Childcare and the General Population

No nationally-representative measure of on-site childcare benefit receipt at the individual

level currently exists in the United States. Still, we can make inferences about its impact on

women’s work hours by looking at a broader measure of employer childcare assistance.

The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) is a panel survey conducted at

the household level by the US Census Bureau to measure participation in various types of

public and private social programs. The most recent wave from 2014 asks respondents if they

have under-school-age children cared for while respondents are at work or school, how those

children are cared for (i.e., in a childcare center, in a family care home, by grandparents,

etc.), and what kinds of public or private assistance respondents may have received in paying

for that care. One of those sources is employers: “Did employer help pay for child care?”

From these three questions we can create a proxy measure of the impact of on-site child-

care benefits on women’s work hours, where use of formal childcare – defined below – and

employer childcare assistance together serve as a proxy for on-site childcare benefits. Since

on-site childcare is relatively rare, if “employer help” with childcare of any stripe, on-site or

otherwise, increases the number of hours women work, we can reasonably conclude that this

proxy is a conservative estimate of the likely impact of on-site childcare in the population.

SIPP panels are organized in four yearly waves. Respondents are interviewed once per

wave and are asked to provide personal information for all 12 months of the reference year for
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that wave. Data are then organized as person-wave-month observations. The final, merged

dataset of all four waves of the 2014 panel, which covered reference years 2013 through 2016,

includes 2,596,176 person-wave-month observations representing 82,464 unique individuals.

The dependent variable in this analysis is the average weekly hours each respondent re-

ported for their primary job in a particular wave-month. The two independent variables

are constructed as follows. First, I code as 1 all female respondents who indicate in the

SIPP edaycare variable that they have a “child/children cared for in child care center while

reference parent worked/went to school or was not available” or in the SIPP enur vari-

able that they have a “child/children cared for in a nursery/preschool while reference parent

worked/went to school or was not available.” The resulting female_childcare indicator

represents women with a child in a formal childcare setting in a particular wave-month.

Childcare centers and nurseries/preschools are formal childcare arrangements regulated by

the same standards that apply to employer-provided, on-site childcare centers. By contrast,

family care homes are more loosely regulated, while relative or paid care in the home is not

regulated at all. If a woman does not have a child in formal childcare, then by definition she

cannot be using on-site childcare.

Next, I create the indicator employer_assist, coded as 1 for respondents who reported

employer help paying for childcare in the same wave-month. Interacting these terms serves as

a conservative proxy for women who received employer-provided, on-site childcare benefits.

The hypothesis I test using the SIPP data is a modified form of H1. Here, we know if

respondents have under-school-age children so we do not need to estimate it. However, our

proxy measure does not allow us to differentiate between extended-hours and regular-hours

childcare because we do not know the number of hours respondents’ children are in child-

care each day. Therefore, I test whether women with under-school-age children and on-site

childcare benefits through an employer – as estimated by the proxy – work longer hours on

average than women with under-school-age children and no on-site childcare benefits (H1a).

Although working longer hours is not the sole indicator of holding a management position,
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women with young children who work longer hours are at least in a position to pursue or

signal interest in management jobs. In the aggregate, we would expect female managers to

emerge from the pool of women working longer, not shorter, hours.

I then regress this interaction term on work hours using the baseline specification

Yhours[i,w] =β1 ∗ female_childcare[i, w] + β2 ∗ employer_assist[i, w]+

β3 ∗ female_childcare ∗ employer_assist[i, w] + δi + ηw + ε

(2)

where the dependent variable hours[i, w] is a measure of respondent i’s average number of

hours worked per week at their primary job in wave-month w. The variable female_childcare[i, w]

is an indicator for whether respondent i is a female who had a child cared for in a formal

childcare arrangement in wave-month w. The variable employer_assist[i, w] is an indicator

for whether respondent i received childcare assistance from an employer in wave-month w.

The model is linear, so when both female_childcare and employer_assist are equal to

one, adding together all three coefficients β1, β2, and β3 tells us the change in the predicted

number of hours worked per week for women with on-site childcare benefits, as estimated by

the proxy. I control for person fixed effects in δi and wave-month fixed effects in ηw.

I run specification (2) on the full sample. To assess the effect of employer childcare as-

sistance on women who received it compared to women who did not, as well as the effect on

men compared to each other, I then subset the full sample into female only and male only

sub-samples and use a modified form of the specification

Yhours[i,w] =β1 ∗ childcare[i, w] + β2 ∗ employer_assist[i, w]+

β3 ∗ childcare ∗ employer_assist[i, w] + δi + ηw + ε

(3)

where the dependent variable hours and the indicator employer_assist are the same, but

the variable childcare indicates use of formal childcare but not gender, which is unnecessary

in these subsets. Fixed effects are the same.
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SIPP Results

Descriptively, we observe that in any given wave-month, 5.6% of the SIPP 2014 observations

(using weighted data) are represented by individuals who reported having a child under age

five at that time. About half of women with a child under age five are employed (53.9%), and

the majority of employed individuals who reported receiving employer childcare benefits are

women (92.6%). Women with employer childcare benefits represent 0.51% of all employed

observations and 0.21% of all observations in the sample. The scarcity of this benefit at the

population level suggests that any effect on women’s work hours would have to be relatively

strong for us to detect.

Table 2 presents the results of the statistical analysis. In model (1) with the full sam-

ple, we see that the interaction term female_childcare ∗ employer_assist is positive and

significant. Women with a child cared for in a formal childcare arrangement who also re-

ceived employer childcare assistance (i.e., our proxy for on-site childcare) are predicted to

work about two additional hours per week on average. Women with a child cared for in a

formal childcare arrangement who did not receive employer childcare assistance (i.e., women

without on-site childcare) are predicted to work almost an hour per week fewer hours.

The coefficient on the employer_assist variable tells us that when female_childcare =

0, the combined pool of 1) all men who received employer childcare assistance, regardless

of how they cared for their children; and 2) women who received some employer childcare

benefit but did not use formal childcare and therefore could not be using on-site childcare,

are predicted to work nearly four hours less per week, on average. If we recall that 93% of

the observations reporting employer childcare benefits are women, we can surmise that this

effect is being driven by women with employer benefits that do not include on-site childcare.

This points to the importance of formal childcare, of which on-site is a type, for women’s

work hours and, therefore, for their professional advancement to leadership positions.

These results are robust to person and wave-month fixed effects, which control for

any person- or time-specific omitted variables. As an additional robustness check, I re-
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Table 2: Results from SIPP Data, Weighted

Dependent variable:

Average weekly hours at primary job

(1) (2) (3)

Full Sample Female Only Male Only

Subset Subset

female_childcare * employer_assist 6.461∗∗∗

(1.307)
employer_assist −3.717∗∗∗ −2.744∗∗ −2.744

(1.133) (1.344) (2.324)
female_childcare −0.788∗∗∗

(0.063)
childcare * employer_assist 5.476∗∗∗ 2.442

(1.491) (4.650)
childcare 1.926∗∗∗ 0.753∗∗∗

(0.064) (0.256)

Wave-Month Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes
Person Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes

Observations 2,596,176 1,346,814 1,249,362
R2 0.0002 0.001 0.00003
Adjusted R2 0.0001 0.001 −0.0001

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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run the base specification including controls for first- and second-order time leads of the

employer_assist indicator. The female_childcare ∗ employer_assist variable remains

positive and significant while none of the leads is significant.9 This provides strong evidence

that the relationship between work hours and employer childcare benefits is causal in the

direction of the benefits leading to increased work hours for women. Therefore, we can con-

clude that greater provision of on-site childcare benefits increases the work hours of women

with young children, supporting H1a.

In the full sample, men tend to work longer hours than women. As such, we might expect

the effect of employer childcare benefits on women to be dampened when we compare men

and women together. To get a better sense of these gendered dynamics, models (2) and (3)

give us an apples-to-apples comparison of the effect of employer childcare assistance among

women only and among men only. In model (2) with the female subset, we see that the

childcare ∗ employer_assist variable is positive and significant. Women with children in a

formal childcare arrangement and employer childcare assistance (i.e., the on-site childcare

proxy) are predicted to work nearly five hours per week more on average. We see by com-

paring female beneficiaries’ work hours to other women’s work hours that the effect of our

on-site childcare proxy is more than twice as large.

Conversely, when we look at these relationships on a subset of men, neither the inter-

action term childcare ∗ employer_assist nor the employer_assist variables are significant,

which tells us that employer childcare assistance does not have an impact on men’s work

hours when compared to each other. The childcare variable is significant but the substantive

impact is modest: formal childcare without employer assistance is expected to boost men’s

work time, on average, by less than an hour. In model (2), we see that for women, this boost

is nearly twice as much.

In order to cement the demonstrated causal relationship between employer childcare ben-

efits and women’s work hours, I perform an additional robustness check. Here, I want to

9Table A3 on Page 11 of the Online Appendix presents the full results.
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ensure that employer childcare benefits, and not the unique combination of industries and

occupations represented by the beneficiaries in the SIPP panel, is really driving the results.

This allows me to separate the impact of the benefit from a conflated impact of the benefit

and these other factors.

I create an indicator called matched that takes on the value of 1 for observations that

are statistically matched by gender, industry, occupation, and having a child cared for in

a formal childcare setting to the pool of observations coded as 1 in the employer_assist

indicator. The matched observations are respondents who do not receive employer childcare

benefits. Observations in the employer_assist and the matched pools represent people with

a similar “labor profile” – the same mix of industries, occupations, gender, and use of formal

childcare – but who differ in individual receipt of employer childcare benefits.

In expectation, two groups of people with similar labor profiles should work roughly

similar hours. Therefore, any additional work hours predicted by the interaction term

female_childcare*employer_assist should be similar to any additional work hours pre-

dicted by the interaction term female_childcare*matched when it is added to the model, if

labor profiles, rather than employer childcare benefits, are the primary driver of workhours.

However, this is not what we observe. In Table 3, we see that the female_childcare *

employer_assist interaction term remains positive and significant when female_childcare

* matched is added to the model, but female_childcare*matched is not significant at all.

Moreover, the size of the coefficients for female_childcare * employer_assist, employer_assist,

and female_childcare are virtually the same as those reported in the results of the base

specification shown in Table 2 model (1) without this matched labor profile control. Because

the two interaction terms here represent statistically similar labor profiles that differ in their

childcare beneficiary status, the fact that we observe a difference in predicted work hours

only when that status includes employer childcare boosts our confidence that the benefit,

and not a conflation of the benefit and the labor profile, is driving the outcome. (See Pages

9-10 of the Online Appendix for additional analysis.)
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Table 3: Results from Weighted SIPP Data, with Matched Control

Dependent variable:

Average weekly hours at primary job

female_childcare*employer_assist 6.467∗∗∗

(1.307)
female_childcare*matched −0.535

(1.360)
female_childcare −0.795∗∗∗

(0.063)
employer_assist −3.717∗∗∗

(1.133)
matched 1.691

(1.086)

Wave-Month Fixed Effects Yes
Person Fixed Effects Yes

Observations 2,596,176
R2 0.0002
Adjusted R2 0.0001

∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

Conclusion

Private childcare benefits offered by employers, especially on-site childcare that is open longer

hours, have important consequences for women in the United States. Experimental evidence

provided here shows that increasing the supply of extended-hours childcare offered on-site

by employers has a casual effect on increasing women’s willingness to pursue a management

job that requires longer hours. Furthermore, population-level data show a clear link between

employer childcare benefits and women’s (but not men’s) increased work hours. Since longer

hours are required of management positions, employer childcare benefits should help more

women advance into those roles in the aggregate.

The evidence presented here also supports the contention that demand for private child-

care benefits, especially on-site childcare, exists but is primarily latent. This means that in
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a political environment of no universal childcare policy in the United States, scholars and

policymakers need to look more critically at how best to incentivize additional employers to

offer this benefit privately. Federal and state tax credits to employers for offering childcare

have failed to meet expectations as a policy lever (National Women’s Law Center 2017), so

other avenues should be explored.

Gaps remain, though, in our knowledge about employment-based childcare benefits.

While higher wage employees are more likely to receive childcare benefits than lower wage em-

ployees, no data exists breaking down benefit receipt by race or educational background. Al-

though minority employees and/or those without college degrees may be less likely to receive

employer childcare, some Fortune 500 companies that operate on shifts or non-traditional

hours, as well as some with unionized work forces, do offer on-site childcare (Latura 2019).

Therefore, we need better data on who is being served by on-site childcare in the general

population. More transparency from organizations about employee benefits like childcare

would go a long way towards advancing this goal, as would public policies requiring that

transparency.

While research suggests that female managers do “pay it forward” with more advancement

opportunities for their female subordinates, more work is needed to draw the link between

receipt of work-family benefits privately and advocacy for these benefits within organizations

by female managers who may have benefited from them. Similarly, while research suggests

that female legislators do push for public policies that favor women and families (Weeks

2016; Mendelberg, Karpowitz and Goedert 2013; Childs and Krook 2009; see also Wittmer

and Bouché 2013), it’s not clear whether there is a strong policy experience component to

this support. Yet that mechanism may be important in private sector benefits: as discussed

previously, political support for employer-paid family leave is stronger than political support

for employer-paid childcare, which may derive from the fact that more people have experi-

enced employer leave benefits.

In the wake of the COVID-19 global pandemic, inequities in work-family balance policies
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have been laid bare in even starker relief than before. We have already begun to observe

vast decreases in the hours work by women with children in the United States compared to

men (Collins et al. 2020), a trend that may be difficult to reverse the longer it continues.

US employers will be forced to re-think the employer / employee relationship. Without an

explicit focus on the relationship between childcare and women’s advancement, there will be

a missed opportunity to address it.

The unequal history of private social policy provision in the United States is not destiny.

Governments in Europe and elsewhere provide more generous tax breaks to employers who

open on-site childcare centers than the US tax code currently allows. Furthermore, many

governments share the costs of public childcare with employers through payroll taxes, which

means that no one company is shouldering the cost of childcare alone, making provision more

equitable. These present many possible models the United States could adopt to increase

women’s access to longer-hours childcare, better advancement opportunities, and, ultimately,

increased socio-economic status.
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