Women’s work plans: contrasting
expectations and actual work experience

Eighty percent of women with work plans
were in the labor force, while 50 percent
who did not plan to work were employed;
those women with consistent work
expectations earned higher wages

Lois B. SHAW AND DAVID SHAPIRO

The human capital literature in the past decade has empha-
sized that women’s early work expectations affect their sub-
sequent earnings and occupations.! If women expect to
withdraw from the labor market when they have children,
they may have little incentive to invest in work-related skills
early in their working lives. They may look for jobs that pay
well initially but offer few prospects for on-the-job training
and advancement. They may also choose occupations in
which skill depreciation will be limited during periods of
labor market withdrawal.? These considerations lead to the
prediction that the earnings of women who plan for contin-
uous labor force participation will increase more rapidly
than those of women who expect to experience work inter-
ruptions.

We use questions from the National Longitudinal Surveys
of Labor Market Experience of Young Women (NLS) to
examine how young women’s plans affect their subsequent
work experiences and earnings.® We find that those young
women who planned to be in the labor market at age 35 were
indeed more likely to be employed when they reached that
age. More importantly, planning to work yielded a signifi-
cant net wage advantage: among women in their mid-
thirties, those who, throughout their twenties, had consis-
tently planned to work had wages that were nearly 30
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percent higher than those of women who had never planned
to work, even after controlling for work experience and
other determinants of wage rates. This wage advantage was
even greater for those women who were employed in occu-
pations in which they had expected to be employed.

Beginning in 1968, young women, ages 14 to 24, in the
National Longitudinal Survey sample were asked at each
interview whether they wanted to be working when they
reached age 35. By 1980, the oldest women in the sample
had actually reached age 35, making a comparison of plans
and actual work behavior possible. Using data from the first
5 years of the NLs, Steven Sandell and David Shapiro
showed that young women were considerably underestimat-
ing the likelihood that they would work outside the home in
the future. Sandell and Shapiro also presented evidence
indicating that women who had work plans found jobs with
more potential for training and advancement, albeit lower
initial wages, than women who did not expect to be work-
ing. We followed the NLS young women over 7 more years
to determine how well their plans were realized, why plans
were sometimes not realized, and the extent to which early
work plans contributed to subsequent wages. If young
women underestimate their future employment and have
lower wages as a result, this factor will contribute to male-
female earnings differences among adults. To the extent that
this is indeed the case, it suggests that young women need
to be provided with better information about the likelihood
of future employment and the importance of planning ahead
for their working lives.
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In the next section, we describe and provide an overview
of the NLs data on work expectations. Then, we examine the
association between early work plans and actual adult work
behavior, and later extend that analysis and explore the
factors that influence whether or not a young woman’s work
expectations are realized. Finally, we analyze the relation-
ship between early work plans and subsequent earnings of
women, and follow with a summary and conclusions.

Work expectations of young women

Two versions of a question concerning women’s work
expectations have been used in the NLS. In the initial round
of the surveys (1968), respondents were asked “Now I
would like to talk to you about your future plans. What
would you like to be doing when you are 35 years old?” In
the following years, the question was changed to read “Now
I would like to talk to you about your future job plans. What
kind of work would you like to be doing when you are 35
years old?” (Emphasis added to indicate changes from the
previous version.) In the second version as well as the first,
keeping house or raising a family was a possible response.
Because the questions mention both plans and preferences,
which may not always reflect actual plans, respondents may
have interpreted the questions in more than one way. How-
ever, interpreting their actions as reflecting their plans, as
we do here, appears to produce plausible results.

As mentioned previously, evidence presented by Sandell
and Shapiro suggested that young women, as a group,
underestimated their future work activity. Table 1 provides
further evidence of this phenomenon. Focusing on white
women respondents who were ages 34-36 in 1980, the table
shows the percentage who reported plans to work at age 35
in each survey year for 1968-78.° Except for the 1977 and
1978 surveys, young women consistently underpredicted (in
the aggregate) the likelihood that they would be working at
age 35. It should be noted that their initial expectations were
also lower than the actual labor force participation of women
who were age 35 in 1968. Young women either expected to

Table 1. Percent of women planning to work, 1968—78,
and percent actually in the labor force in 1980, by educa-
tional attainment
Educational attainment
Year of
survey Twelve yoars Thirteen years Total
or less or more
Percent planning to work
1968 ...ttt 31 37 33
1969 ... iviiiiii s 39 46 42
1970 i 4 52 45
1971 oo 43 54 47
1972 . 47 66 54
1973, 50 65 55
1975 .ot 49 69 57
1977 .o 60 69 64
1978 oot 64 75 68
Percent in labor force
1980 ...t 58 74 64

Women’s Work Expectations and Actual Experience

work less than their elders or were poorly informed about
the likelihood that a 35-year-old woman would be em-
ployed. There is a clear trend for work expectations to
approximate more closely actual work activity as the women
approach age 35.° Hence, it appears that expectations re-
garding future market work activity were essentially adap-
tive, beginning at a low level when respondents were in their
early twenties and rising (more or less) steadily over time.
Looking at future work plans by educational attainment in
1980, we see that women who had attended college were
consistently more likely than their noncollege counterparts
to anticipate working at age 35, and the differences in work
expectations between college and noncollege women appear
to have widened somewhat over time.

The aggregated data on future work expectations reveal a
fairly steady trend. A somewhat different perspective is
provided by comparing the responses of individuals over
time. Table 2 shows the number of times in the first seven
interviews (covering the period from 1968 to 1975) that
respondents ages 34—36 in 1980 indicated they planned to
be working in the labor market at age 35. Overall, the
frequency distribution is fairly evenly divided across the
four work-plans groups. However, the distribution of re-
sponses for the total sample conceals large differences in
responses by educational attainment. Although a great deal
of variation occurred in both groups, better educated women
were most likely to have indicated plans for work at least six
times and least likely to have planned to work only once or
not at all; for women who had never attended college, the
reverse was true.

Just over half of the total group responded consistently
from year to year (they had plans to work in at least 6 years
out of 7 or did not express plans to work in at least 6 years
out of 7). Those individuals whose responses to questions
about plans were more mixed over the 7 years fall into two
broad groupings: women who shifted from having no future
work plans to having such plans and all other women. Ex-
amination of the detailed data on the sequencing of work
expectations of individuals over time (not shown here) indi-
cated that approximately 12 percent of the total group in
table 2 fell into the former category, while more than one-
third were in the latter category.” Thus, four principal pat-
terns of work expectations emerged: women who consis-
tently anticipate working at age 35 throughout their
twenties; those who consistently indicate no plans for future
work; women who shift to having future work expectations
at some time during their twenties; and those who give
highly variable responses over time.

Linking work plans to work behavior

In this section, we examine the association between early
work plans and subsequent work behavior: expectations
about future work reported in the first seven rounds of the
National Longitudinal Surveys are linked to labor force par-
ticipation in 1980 and to cumulative work experience
(weeks worked) between 1976 and 1980. This juxtaposition



enables us to determine the extent to which women’s early
work plans are realized, and thereby provides useful infor-
mation about the predictive reliability of the responses.

Table 3 shows the labor force participation rates and
average number of years worked between 1976 and 1980 for
NLS respondents ages 34-36 in 1980, according to the num-
ber of times between 1968 and 1975 that respondents indi-
cated they had plans for work at age 35. Perhaps most
striking is that nearly half of the women who had consis-
tently indicated no plans for work at age 35 were in the labor
force in 1980. At the same time, however, the data in table
3 reveal a strong association between early work plans and
subsequent work activity. This association reflects not sim-
ply an independent effect of work expectations on labor
force activity—it also reflects the relationship between work
expectations and other factors that directly influence work
activity. For example, better educated women report greater
expectations of work at age 35, and it is well known that
better educated women have higher labor force participation
rates than their lesser educated counterparts. Hence, part of
the association between early work plans and subsequent
work activity evident in table 3 results from the intervening
effect of educational attainment: the data reflect the fact that
women with work plans also tend to have more schooling
than those who do not plan to work.?

To isolate the net association between early work expec-
tations and later labor force activity, we have estimated
reduced-form labor-supply equations for the NLS respon-
dents ages 34—36 in 1980. Table 4 reports the results of a
probit analysis of the factors influencing labor force partic-
ipation in 1980. The explanatory variables include the re-
spondent’s educational attainment, other family income,
marital status, number and ages of children, and early plans
for work at age 35. Results of estimating an ordinary least
squares regression for work experience between 1976 and
1980 are reported in table 5.

In both equations, early plans for work are significantly
related to work activity at age 35. The equations imply that,
compared to women with no plans, women who indicated in
each year from 1968 to 1975 that they would like to be
working at age 35 have a labor force participation rate more
than 30 percentage points higher and have worked about
nine-tenths of a year more between 1976 and 1980. These
results indicate that work activity of consistent planners is

Table 2. Percent distribution of women by the number of
times they indicated plans to work in first seven surveys,
by educational attainment

Educational attainment
Number of times

with plans to work Tweive years Thirteen years Total
or less or more ota

100 100 100

KX} 18 28

25 23 24

21 26 23

20 33 25

396 23 627

Table 3. 1980 labor force participation rates and 1976-80
work experience, by number of times respondent indicated
plans to work

1980
Nm:er of tlltMS labor force 1976-80 work Sample
vzl’arzs o participation rates |  experience’ size?
(percent)

64 21 588
49 16 163
63 20 148
66 23 136
82 27 141

1 Expressed in years (number of weeks worked between 1976 and 1980 divided by 52).
2 For work experience; slightly larger sample for 1980 labor force participation rates.

approximately 50 percent greater than that of women with
no work plans, other things equal.® Coefficients of the other
variables in the equations are almost all statistically signifi-
cant with the expected signs.

The evidence present in this section suggests a fairly
strong association between early work plans and later work
behavior. Even after controlling for other factors that affect
female work activity, early work expectations are signifi-
cantly related to the subsequent work behavior of white
women. This correlation suggests that the association be-
tween actual work behavior and the work expectations
measure reflects not only the effects of readily quantified
variables such as educational attainment, but that it also
reflects the effects of unmeasured variables. For example,
even at the same educational level, some women are more
career-oriented than others, and some enjoy homemaking
activities while others do not.

Factors affecting work participation

In this section, we examine the factors associated with the
realization of earlier plans for each of three groups of
women: those who consistently planned to work at age 35;
those who consistently indicated no work plans; and all
others. Table 6 summarizes the results of two probit equa-
tions for labor force participation in 1980 for the three
groups. The first equation for each group uses the basic
labor supply model used earlier in the article. For purposes
of considering deviations of actual participation from ex-
pected participation, however, it would be desirable to have
measures of change in variables that are known to influence
labor force participation. For example, women who ex-
pected to be married or to have (or not have) children at age
35, may not have had their expectations realized. Similarly,
some women may have hoped to devote themselves exclu-
sively to their families at age 35, but their husbands’ unem-
ployment or slow advancement may have precluded the
women remaining at home. Other women may have misper-
ceived the relative rewards of career and housewife roles.
Unfortunately, the National Longitudinal Surveys contain
data on expectations in only one of these areas: number of
children. In the second equation for each group, then, we
use two dummy variables indicating whether the respondent
had more or fewer children in 1980 than she had expected

9
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to have in 1973; these variables are substituted for the age
of children variables of the first equation.

Examination of the coefficients in each equation in table 6
indicates that these three groups of women differed signifi-
cantly with respect to the responsiveness of their labor supply
to schooling, income, and children.!9 Differences in educa-
tional attainment were most important as a determinant of labor
force participation among women who did not consistently
express plans for work at age 35. Among women who did
consistently express such plans, schooling was not significantly
related to labor force participation. With schooling viewed as
a proxy for a woman’s potential wage rate, these results sug-
gest that women with strong expectations of market work
manifest a rather inelastic labor supply—mnot unlike that of
adult men. Women with weaker work expectations, by con-
trast, exhibit more elastic labor supply.

Other family income is inversely related to the probability
that a woman will be in the labor force, and the effect of
other income becomes weaker as one moves from women
who had no work expectations to women with consistently
strong expectations. Other things equal, the absence of a
husband appears to contribute to an increased likelihood of
being in the labor force only for women who consistently
expressed no work plans.'!

Having more children reduces labor force participation
for all three groups of women. The presence of preschool-
age children is not significantly related to the labor force
participation of women without work plans, but it is a highly
significant deterrent to labor force participation among
women with intermediate and strong early work plans.
While having fewer children than expected did not con-
tribute to higher labor force participation among women,
having more children than expected did result in a signifi-
cantly lower likelihood of being in the labor force among
women with intermediate work plans. A smaller effect
among women with strong work plans was not quite statis-
tically significant at conventional levels.

Overall, then, among women who had consistently ex-
pressed no plans for work at age 35, the principal determi-
nants of labor force participation at age 35 were schooling,

Table 4. Probit maximum likelihood estimates for labor
force participation equation, controlling for work plans
Independent Partial at | Partial at
variables Coefficient | t | oximum | mean

Plans for work atage 35" .......... 137 481 085 047
Educational aftainment ............ 169 5.83 067 057
Other family income2 ............. -.030 —4.55 ~-.012 -.010
Not ‘married, spouse present’ . ... ... 160 0.69 064 054
Numberofchildren .. ............. -.252 -3.80 -.101 -.086
Youngestchildage 0-5............ -.568 ~-3.84 ~.227 -.193
Youngest child age 12 orover ...... A47 222 178 152
Nochildren .................... -.116 -0.38 -.046 -.039
Constant ...................... -.927 - - -
~2 X log likelihood ratio . .. ........ 180.3 - — -
Mean of dependent variable . ....... 655 — - -
Samplesize .................... 553 - — -

1 Number of times between 1968 and 1975 that the respondent indicated plans to work at age
35.

2 Not including respondent's earnings; measured in thousands of dollars.
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T'able15. Work experience equation, controlling for work
plans

Independe Coefficient !
Plans for work at age 352 . . e 128 4.83
Educational attainment . . ., e N 4.62
Years with child age 0-5° .. . ~.369 -7.52
Years maried®.............. e -.188 -4.26
Married more thanonce ............... 392 238
Constant ..................cc0iuus, 1.269 —
R 216 -
Fratio .............coviiiiiiainn 33.41 —_
Samplesize ........................ 588 —
Mean of dependent variable . ........... 2.11 -

1 Dependent variable is years worked between 1976 and 1980, measured by dividing the
number of weeks worked during the interval by 52.

2 Number of times between 1968 and 1975 that the respondent indicated plans to work at age
35.

3 Between 1976 and 1980.

other family income, number of children, and marital status.
However, among women who had consistently indicated
plans for work at age 35, fertility (including both ages and
numbers of children) was the sole significant determinant of
labor force participation. The labor force participation of
women in the intermediate group was responsive to their
educational attainment, other family income, and fertility.

Meeting expectations?

These results are useful in understanding what determines
whether or not a young woman’s early work expectations
are realized. Half of the women who consistently indicated
no plans for work at age 35 were nonetheless in the labor
force at that age. The results in table 6 suggest several
possible reasons for “unexpected” labor force participation.
First, economic insecurity, whether due to the absence of a
husband or to low income, caused some women to work
although they had not planned to do so. Second, higher
levels of education (and hence greater earnings potential)
led to changes in plans, either because the earnings forgone
by remaining at home were too great or because the house-
wife role was less satisfactory than the women had antici-
pated, especially for women with access to good jobs.'?
Third, women with small families could more easily change
their plans and go to work if either of the first two factors
came into play. However, it is interesting to note that the
age of the youngest child was not a significant influence for
this group of women who were strongly committed to home-
oriented activities.

About 1 in 6 women with strong early work expectations
were not in the labor force at age 35; these women were
primarily those who had a preschooler or perhaps, in some
cases, had more children than originally expected. Some
women with large families may also have found combining
work and childraising more difficult than they had antici-
pated.'3 This family-work conflict appears to cut across all
education and income levels. However, it should be noted
again that the great majority of women who were strongly
committed to work were able to realize their plans; and some



of those who did not were likely to have been out of the
labor force only temporarily.

Relating work plans to higher wages

We have seen that many women in their mid-thirties were
working in 1980 even though they had not been consistently
planning to work. How important an effect does planning
ahead have on women’s wages? To answer this question, we
estimated wage equations for the National Longitudinal Sur-
veys’ respondents ages 34—36 in 1980. The dependent vari-
able was the natural logarithm of the hourly wage rate, and
explanatory variables were years of school completed, years
of work experience (the number of years that the respondent
was employed for 6 months or more), years of tenure at the
current job, residence in a Standard Metropolitan Statistical
Area, and residence in the South. In addition, we also in-
cluded a variable measuring the number of times between
1968 and 1975 that the respondent indicated plans for work
at age 35, as well as interaction terms between this work-
plans variable and years of work experience and job tenure.
The human capital hypothesis that women with greater ex-
pectations of market work would have experience-wage pro-
files that are steeper and begin lower than those of women
without strong work expectations implies that the coefficient
of the plans-experience interaction term should be positive
while the coefficient of the work-plans variable itself should
be negative.'*

Equation 1 of table 7 reports the estimated coefficients of
the wage equation described in the preceding paragraph.
Schooling, work experience, tenure, and residence in a
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area are all significantly
related to wages. However, the plans-experience interaction
term has a negative and insignificant (rather than the hypoth-
esized positive) coefficient, and the work-plans variable is
positively (rather than negatively) and significantly related
to wages. The plans-tenure interaction is also insignificant.
Excluding the interaction terms (equation 2) yields similar
results: women with early plans for work are paid signifi-
cantly more, other things equal, than their counterparts
without early expectations of future market work. The coef-
ficient of the work-plans variable in equation 2 implies that
a woman with plans to work at age 35 in each of the first 7
years of the NLs would at age 35 be paid almost 30 percent
more, other things equal, than a woman with no work
plans.'3

The evidence in table 7 thus provides support for the
human capital hypothesis that early work plans will result in
higher future wages. We find that, among white women in
their mid-thirties (with an average of more than 10 years of
work experience), those with stronger early expectations of
adult work activity have significantly higher wage rates.
However, no evidence was found for the difference in
experience-wage profiles implied by human capital theory
and found earlier by Sandell and Shapiro.'® The difference
between our present findings and this earlier result may be
due in part to the narrower age range used in our analysis.!”

Our results lend support to the finding of Reuben Gronau'®

that the skill requirements of women’s jobs and hence the
amount of on-the-job training they receive are unrelated to
their plans for quitting. Gronau argues that regardless of
their work plans, women’s opportunities to obtain skill-
intensive jobs may be limited because of employers’ mis-
conceptions about women’s work attachment.

In an effort to explore further the link between early work
expectations and subsequent earnings, we examined the oc-
cupations that women with plans for work indicated they
would like to be engaged in at age 35. In equation 3, we
replaced the single work-plans variable with two variables
measuring the number of times the respondent expressed
plans for work in the specific (3-digit) occupation in which
she was employed in 1980 and the number of times she
indicated plans for work in other occupations. To the extent
that job skills are occupation-specific, early plans for work
in the 1980 occupation should have a greater impact on
wages than plans for work in other occupations. To the
extent that job skills are transferable across occupations,
however, early work plans for other occupations should still
contribute to higher wages in 1980. The results indicate that
both plans for the specific 1980 occupation and plans for
other occupations are significantly related to 1980 wage
rates, and the coefficient of the specific-occupation plans
variable is almost twice as large as the coefficient of the
other-occupation plans variable.!® Apparently, women who
make realistic plans and acquire necessary skills fare best in
the labor market.

Table 6. Probit maximum likelihood estimates for labor
force participation equations, by number of times respon-
dent indicated work plans

Independent Number of times with plans to work
variables o1 25 67
(1) @ U] 2 M @
Educational attainment . . 138" 143" 231" A71™ .083 077
Other family income! ... | -.035 | -.034" [ -.029** | -.030" | ~.030 | -.024
Not “married, spouse
present” ........... 835 .769% 241 129 -.482 | -.383
Number of children . . . . . -.254" | -220" | -.220" | -.262"" | -.362" | -.338"
Youngest child age 0-5.. | -.161 - 796" | — -804" | —
Youngest child age
12orover.......... 214 - J15 - -.024 —
No children .......... -.571 — 025 - 2.449 —_
More children than
expected? . . ........ — -.472 — -789" - -.602
Fewer children than
expectedd .. ........ —_ -.335 — .094 - 169
Constant ............ -.544 | -629 [-1.339 | -.509 1679 | 1416
-2 x og likelihood ratio . | 40.1 40.3 89.5 M5 29.6 25.8
Mean of dependent
variable ........... 493 857 838
Samplesize .......... 152 2n 130

1n thousands of dolfars.

2 Pummy variable equal to one if the actual number of children in 1980 exceeds the number
of children expected in 1973; otherwise equal to zero.

3 Dummy variable equal to one if the actual number of children in 1980 falls short of the
number of children expected in 1973; otherwise equal to zero.

Note:  Coefficient in probit equation is significant at: **.01 level.
*.05 level.
1.10 level.
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Conclusions

When they were in their early twenties, young women in
the National Longitudinal Surveys sample greatly underesti-
mated their future work involvement. Expectations for working
at age 35 gradually increased, but up until about 3 years before
the women actually reached that age, women in the sample
continued to underestimate the likelihood of working.

Plans for working were significant independent predictors
of actual work behavior. After controlling for other factors
affecting labor force participation, a woman who consis-
tently planned to work had a probability of working that was
about 30 percentage points higher than did a woman who
consistently planned not to work. More than 80 percent of
the women who answered the plans to work question posi-
tively at least 6 times out of 7 were actually in the labor force
in 1980. However, nearly half of the women who had ex-
pressed no intention to work in at least 6 of 7 interviews
were nevertheless actually in the labor force when they
reached age 35. For this latter group, economic factors had
the largest impact on actual labor force participation; these
women apparently worked although they planned not to
because divorce or their husbands’ low income made work-
ing necessary or because their own level of education made
the earnings forgone by staying at home too large to ignore.
Women who had planned to work at age 35 were likely to
do so unless they had large families or a preschool child.

Planning to work yielded a significant wage advantage.
Women who had consistently planned to work had wages
that were nearly 30 percent higher than those of women who
had never planned to work. However, unlike the earlier
results reported by Sandell and Shapiro, ours showed no
evidence of greater returns to work experience among
women who had planned to work. Our research implies that
planning their working lives is important for women’s
wages, but that this effect must operate, not through faster
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Table 7. Wage equations, controlling for work plans

(1) @ @
Independent variables = =
8 t B t B t

Plans for work at age 35! ... .. 0541 217 036 | 358 - -
Plans for work in 1980

occupation? .............. — — — — 054 | 355
Plans for work in other

occupations3 ............. - - - - 029 | 266
Plans for work x years of work

experience ............... -.002 | -0.96 - — - —
Year of work experience ... .. .. 035 | 312 025 | 446 025 | 434
Plans for work x tenure at current

job ...l .. 001 | 053 - —- - —_—
Tenure at current job . . .. .027 221 .033 532 031 4.95
Educational attainment . .. 069 | 7.1 069 | 725 066 | 690
Residence in Standard Metropoli-

tan Statistical Area .. ....... 144 2.96 A4 292 145 3.00
Residence in South .. J X -034 | -072 | -.034 | 0.7
Constant .................. 4,690 - 4738 -
[ 361 - 364 — 367 —
Fratio ........... ... | 2235 — 2975 — | 25.95 -
Samplesize ................ 303 - 303 - 303 —

¥ Number of times between 1968 and 1975 that respondent indicated plans to work at age 35.
2Number of times respondent indicated plans to work in 1980 occupation.
3 Number of times respondent indicated plans to work in other occupations.

wage growth, but through their having better paid jobs at all
levels of work experience.

Young women in their late teens and early twenties today
appear to have much stronger work expectations than the
women we studied here.?’ Therefore, in the future fewer
women may find themselves in low-wage jobs because they
had never planned to work.?! Whether young women have
also become more adept at occupational planning is not
certain. Our research shows that women whose occupational
plans are realized have higher wages than their counterparts
who do not achieve their occupational goals. This finding
suggests that providing young women with information
about labor market trends and prospects has a potentially
high payoff.
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