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JENNIFER GLASS University of Iowa


LEDA E. NATH University of Wisconsin—Whitewater*


Religious Conservatism and Women’s Market


Behavior Following Marriage and Childbirth


This study explores the effect of religious con-
servatism on the labor force behavior of women
who marry or add a new child to their house-
hold, using the 1988 – 1993 National Survey of
Families and Households (N ¼ 3,494). We
model changes in labor supply, occupation, and
wages as a function of either conservative
denominational membership or conservative
religious belief, holding other economic and
demographic characteristics constant. Among
Whites, conservative denomination did decrease
labor supply following marriage or a marital
birth, whereas conservative religious beliefs
had larger influences on occupation choice and
wages. Among Blacks, conservative denomina-
tion increased labor supply following marital
births, but neither denomination nor belief
affected occupation or wage growth. Results
show the significance of religious ideology for
understanding continuing gender inequality.


Because the obligations of mothers to support
their children financially have been increasing
over time, women’s decisions to limit their
market involvement after forming families carry
significant financial penalties for their families
and for themselves later in life, and are an impor-


tant source of continuing gender inequality in
earnings and workplace authority (Folbre,
2001; U.S. General Accounting Office, 2003;
Williams, 2000). Yet, many women continue to
do so, some because of structural barriers to
employment (lack of education, access to quality
child care, transportation, etc.) but others for
ideological reasons whose persistence across co-
horts is not yet clearly understood (Hays, 1996).
Abundant research has established that women’s
ideological beliefs about the effects of mother’s
employment and nonmaternal child care on chil-
dren and families are important determinants of
labor force withdrawals following childbirth
and planned domesticity in adulthood (Desai &
Waite, 1991; Glass & Riley, 1997; Hakim,
2002; Rosenfeld & Trappe, 1996), even after
controlling for partner’s income and class.


Although social influences on individuals’
gender ideology may come from a variety of
sources, religious institutions serve as impor-
tant transmitters of information about how to
organize and conduct family life and child-
rearing. Conservative religious groups, in par-
ticular, promote a traditional family structure
in which married women concentrate on home-
making rather than career attainment, especially
when their children are young (Bartkowski,
1999; Sherkat, 2000; Smith, 2000). These
groups have been growing in size and influence
(see Brooks, 2002; Hout, Greeley, & Wilde,
2001) despite or perhaps because of the concom-
itant growth in mothers’ obligations to support
their children financially. Woodberry and Smith
(1998) estimate that conservative Protestants
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now represent approximately 25% of the U.S.
population.


In this paper, we focus on the effect of
conservative religious ideologies and religious
affiliation on adult women’s employment and
earnings as they transition into those family
roles (wife, mother) for which labor force partic-
ipation is most strongly proscribed. We assess
the role of religious identification and belief in
women’s decisions to reduce their market in-
volvement following marriage and childbirth,
measured by three indicators: changes in hours
of work, gender composition of the job held,
and hourly wage. In doing so, this research ad-
dresses important empirical questions that have
been neglected in past research: (a) Is a conserva-
tive religious affiliation powerful enough to
mold the market behavior of women becoming
wives and mothers in the face of structural eco-
nomic pressures to behave otherwise? (b) How
does religious influence operate, through mem-
bership in a conservative denomination or
through strong personal belief irrespective of
group identification? (c) Does race condition
the effects of religious conservatism given the
difficult economic circumstances and legacy of
racial discrimination faced by African American
families? and (d) Are the effects of religious con-
servatism enhanced when one’s spouse is also
religiously conservative?


Theoretical Perspectives on Religion
and Gender


In contrast to the mainline Protestant denomina-
tions that are losing members over time, conser-
vative Protestant denominations and religiously
conservative branches of Judaism and Islam have
been gaining members over time. The conser-
vative denominations within Protestantism are
characterized by strong belief in the literal truth
of the Bible, personal religious salvation, and
evangelism (the spreading of religious belief
through personal contact), although the relative
importance of biblical inerrancy (often defined
as fundamentalism) varies across conservative
denominations (Woodberry & Smith, 1998).
Most conservative denominations support stricter
behavioral codes concerning sexuality and fam-
ily life than mainline denominations.


Recent scholarship on conservative Protestants
has focused on how these groups construct a sub-
cultural identity for their members, created in jux-
taposition to the secular world’s perceived values


and emphasizing reverence for the traditional
nuclear family (Darnell & Sherkat, 1997; Smith,
1998). Reaffirming lifelong monogamous mar-
riage, divinely ordained gender differentiation in
family roles, and the sanctity of human life while
opposing the materialism and individualism of
modern culture are important ways in which this
subculture defines itself in opposition to other
secular and religious groups (Brooks, 2002).


Enacting this subcultural identity entails
specific gender practices among heterosexual cou-
ples, such as assigning primary responsibility for
housework and child care to wives, home school-
ing or sending children to religious schools,
delegating final decision-making authority to hus-
bands, and perhaps avoiding certain forms of birth
control. Religious leaders in these faith traditions
often adamantly defend a traditional division of
labor as biblically ordained and as the ‘‘best prac-
tice’’ for Christians seeking strong happy families,
although a small counterdiscourse advocating
egalitarian roles exists (see Bartkowski, 1998;
Manning, 1999; Smith, 2000, for detailed discus-
sion of this diversity of views within evangelical
Christian discourse). The idea that men and
women have different intrinsic natures and sensi-
bilities that lead to separate but complementary
roles in family life comes directly from scriptural
authority believed to be inerrant on the subject.
For example, Titus 2:3 exhorts women ‘‘. to be
discreet, chaste keepers at home, obedient to their
own husbands,’’ whereas 1 Timothy 2:15 declares
‘‘. she [women] shall be saved in childbearing if
they continue in faith and charity.’’


This interpretation of divinely ordained gender
differentiation is not limited to conservative
Christians. Critical elements of this same theol-
ogy can be found in fundamentalist branches of
other monotheistic religions, including Orthodox
Judaism and Islam (Davidman, 1991; Hawley,
1994). The shared belief that women should
focus their attention on the creation of a virtuous
home and the upbringing of their children is
a hallmark of religious conservatism and an
important source of differentiation from modern
secular culture.


Yet, study of the behavioral effects of resur-
gent religious conservatism on women has cen-
tered around political affiliation, voting, and
social movement participation (see Brooks,
2002) rather than on fertility, marriage, divorce,
and labor force participation. This can be partially
explained by two factors: (a) the emergence of the
Christian Right as a political force in the 1980s
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and (b) scholarship within the sociology of
religion that anticipated a ‘‘loose coupling’’
between religious identification and individual
behavioral practices, as well as between leaders’
orthodoxy and lay members’ pragmatism
(Chaves, 1997; Demmit, 1992; Manning, 1999;
Wuthnow, 1988). The stance of conservative reli-
gious leaders regarding gendered family roles
and responsibilities has been particularly hard
to sell to their lay constituency, given the rise of
egalitarian attitudes among the majority of Amer-
icans (Brewster & Padavic, 2000) and
the material forces generating pressure on
women to earn income (Demmit). Among reli-
gious conservatives, antipathy to the organized
feminist movement is more widespread than
antipathy to feminist values (Gallagher, 2004;
Manning).


Numerous scholars have demonstrated the dif-
ficulty of locating a strong behavioral influence of
conservative religious ideologies. Qualitative
studies by Brasher (1998), Gallagher and Smith
(1999), Hall (1995), Pevey, Williams, and Ellison
(1996), and Stacey (1990) generally conclude
that women’s market behavior is only marginally
affected by participation in religiously conserva-
tive denominations. Pevey et al. (1996) studied
the mostly married, mostly employed women in
a Southern Baptist Bible study class, whereas
Brasher and Stacey explored the appeal of con-
servative Christian churches among mostly
well-educated and younger California workers.
Although the settings and samples were some-
what different (and generally small), the authors
share the conclusion that women in conservative
religions find ways to reconcile their own work
aspirations with doctrinal beliefs in the primacy
of motherhood and male family leadership.
Brasher, Demmit (1992), and Hall all speak of
the pragmatic acceptance of mother’s employ-
ment in the social networks of conservative
churches despite their ideological opposition,
noting that divorce, single parenthood, and low
earnings for husbands all result in a strategic
accommodation of women’s employment as nec-
essary under these varied circumstances.


Although empirical research shows individ-
uals in conservative denominations hold more
traditional beliefs about gender than others
(Grasmick, Wilcox, & Bird, 1990; Smith,
1998), women in conservative religious groups
often creatively interpret or limit their adher-
ence to religious teachings about male headship
and female domesticity in practice (Denton,


2004; Pevey et al., 1996). Gay, Ellison, and
Powers (1996) also note that surveys show sig-
nificantly more heterogeneity among conserva-
tive Christians on the bread and butter issues of
mother’s employment, day care, and traditional
male breadwinning than on homosexuality and
abortion.


There have been a number of theoretical ex-
planations for this assumed gap between conser-
vative religious affiliation and women’s private
decision making regarding employment and
motherhood. Manning (1999) rejects the notion
that inconsistency with religious doctrine is psy-
chologically uncomfortable and invokes the con-
cept of protean identities to explain how
individuals respond to the contradictory demands
of contemporary life. Different aspects of indi-
vidual identity become salient in differing social
contexts. Indeed, she argues, modernity almost
requires this ability to incorporate and integrate
new ideas and perspectives as circumstances in
people’s lives change. This is particularly the
case for those women who maintain strong ties
with individuals and institutions outside their
conservative religion.


Pevey et al. (1996) claim that the freedom to
narrowly interpret or revise their understanding
of biblical injunctions about gender allows these
women to escape any discomfort from not fol-
lowing church doctrine. Stacey (1990) argues
that women in conservative religions are often
closet feminists who are willing to trade the elu-
sive goal of equality for the more pragmatic goal
of male responsibility and engagement in family
life. Stacy’s accommodationists, like the Pevey et
al. interpreters of biblical texts, follow religious
doctrines when they are consistent with their
material interests and needs; otherwise they
engage in interpretive strategies to minimize their
deviance.


Gallagher (2003) and Denton (2004) elaborate
on those strategies in their explanations of the rel-
atively egalitarian decision-making patterns re-
ported by conservative Protestants. One strategy
is to deemphasize the importance of religious
teachings that conflict with pragmatic adaptation
to economic and social conditions in favor of
others that do not. Another is to circumscribe
the meaning of religious tenets so that male head-
ship, for example, is interpreted primarily as
headship on spiritual matters. A third is to rede-
fine religious beliefs in ways that minimize the
discrepancy between closely held religious and
secular ideals (e.g., emphasizing the inherent
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equality of men’s and women’s different family
roles and the ‘‘servant’’ nature of husband’s fam-
ily headship).


Smith (2000), by contrast, argues that most
conservative religious groups are not only inef-
fective at molding the private behavior of mem-
bers but also relatively uninterested in doing so.
The creation and maintenance of a symbolic
boundary between their beliefs and more liberal
religious or secular organizations is the chief
goal and attraction for their membership. The
idea that there is a strong divinely revealed plan
or guide for living a moral life speaks to the
unpredictability of postindustrial life and the
desire for a timeless normative system. Actual
behavioral adherence to inerrant scriptural author-
ity is a goal for individuals to strive for but not
one that can be easily required or enforced. It is
membership in the collective of those who recog-
nize inerrant moral truth and who share common
societal goals that is important.


What links these various theoretical perspec-
tives is the prediction that mere affiliation with
conservative religious groups will have little
effect on women’s behavioral choices regarding
employment and homemaking because such
groups are both more diverse in their thinking
and more tolerant of members’ behavior than com-
monly assumed. Without stating so openly, these
writers stake out a materialist position that explicit
religious teaching will have little influence on
behavior in the face of strong economic incentives
and constraints. This view coexists with the con-
tention that the appeal of conservative religions
lies precisely in the strength of their clear moral
boundaries and guidelines for behavior.


Yet, quantitative research shows that (a) be-
liefs about the effect of women’s employment
on families and children are important determi-
nants of women’s labor market behavior and
(b) such beliefs are related to conservative reli-
gious affiliation. One large-scale quantitative
study has looked directly at the effects of reli-
gious conservatism on women’s labor force
participation. Lehrer (1995) used the 1988
cross-sectional panel of the National Survey of
Families and Households (NSFH) to investigate
the role of denominational affiliation on wives’
rates of labor force participation. Data from the
survey confirm that conservative Protestants on
average have the least egalitarian gender ideol-
ogy. Results showed that religion played a role
in female labor supply decisions only when
the household contained young children under


6 years of age, with women in conservative Prot-
estant denominations displaying the lowest levels
of attachment to the labor force. The effects of
conservative religious affiliation, however, were
not consistently significant once a broad set of
human capital and labor market conditions was
controlled.


Clearly, more prospective research with repre-
sentative samples is needed to adjudicate whether
conservative religious affiliation has a significant
influence on women’s market decision making,
controlling for their human capital attributes
and current work and family characteristics.
Moreover, there are strong theoretical and empir-
ical reasons to believe that religious affiliation
may have greater effect on some women than
others. We look specifically at three mechanisms
that might alter the effect of religious affiliation:
race, personal religious belief, and spouse’s reli-
gious affiliation.


Extant theorizing on the influence of conserva-
tive theologies about gender on women’s behavior
rarely considers race as an important factor.
Although African Americans have higher rates
of affiliation with conservative denominations
than Whites (see Table A1), there are good reasons
to believe that the experiences of religiously con-
servative African American women may differ
from those of European origin and Hispanic
women both in church and outside of it. African
American conservative Protestant churches are
less concerned with the maintenance of gendered
family roles, especially fears and concerns about
maternal employment (Woodberry & Smith,
1998). African American churches, in general,
have served as vehicles for community organizing
and individual empowerment, buffering the ef-
fects of racism and socioeconomic disadvantage
for Black youth (Patillo-McCoy, 1998). If African
American conservative churches encourage fam-
ily stability, promote educational attainment, and
discourage early and out-of-wedlock childbearing,
while downplaying messages of female domestic-
ity, religiously conservative affiliation or belief
could even create positive effects on African
American women’s labor supply and wage attain-
ment following family formation.


It is also clear that the social and economic
contexts faced by African American women
differ from those of Whites. Even if African Amer-
ican women with conservative religious affiliations
disproportionately preferred full-time domesticity
following marriage and/or motherhood, the
realities of Black male underemployment and
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incarceration make those preferences difficult to
achieve (Lichter, McLaughlin, Kephart, &
Landry, 1992; Staples, 1985). Given their lower
probabilities of marriage and higher risks of
divorce and single motherhood, African Ameri-
can women of all religious persuasions are
unlikely to anticipate a stable marriage to a bread-
winning spouse that would enable them to curtail
their labor force participation. Moreover, given
the disadvantages that African American women
face in the labor market themselves (Browne,
1999), they may realistically understand that
movement out of a good job to accommodate
family needs is riskier for them than for similarly
situated White women.


Regarding intensity of personal belief, Peek,
Lowe, and Williams (1991) found that women
were less affected by denominational doctrine
in forming their own gender ideology than by
their own personal religious beliefs, a perspective
that resonates with the emphasis on individual
interpretation outlined by Pevey et al. (1996)
and the emphasis on individual accountability
of Smith (2000). Thus, White women who
strongly support biblical inerrancy and see it as
a clear guide to everyday behavior may be more
likely to mold their labor market behavior around
biblical understandings of their responsibility for
family life and children’s care, irrespective of
their actual denominational affiliation (conserva-
tive or mainline).


Finally, there is reason to believe that spouses’
religious conservatism is important in facilitating
labor force withdrawal among religiously conser-
vative women. In Lehrer’s (1995) study, the pres-
ence of a religiously homogamous marriage was
directly modeled to see if husbands’ support en-
hanced the effect of conservative theology. She
found that wives’ labor supply was lower when
both spouses affiliated with conservative denomi-
nations compared to conservative Protestants in
interfaith marriages.


In this analysis, we test all three possible
mechanisms for strengthening the relationship
between conservative religion and labor
market behavior: race, personal fundamentalist
beliefs, and spouses’ conservative affiliation.
On the basis of prior theoretical work on the
appeal and influence of conservative religions,
we begin with the following hypothesis for White
women:


Hypothesis 1: Conservative denominational affil-
iation in itself is not sufficient to affect White


women’s labor market involvement following
marriage or childbirth.


Women whose spouses share their conservative
affiliation, however, may be more willing to risk
family financial hardship and their own human
capital depreciation because they feel their mar-
riages are more secure and their spouses more
supportive of full-time homemaking. Therefore,
we propose


Hypothesis 2: White women whose spouses share
their conservative religious affiliation will be sig-
nificantly more likely than other women to
reduce their market involvement following mar-
riage or childbirth.


Finally, evidence shows that personal religious
belief provides a better measure of religious con-
servatism than mere denominational affiliation.
The tolerance of diversity exhibited by denomi-
nations that yields a weak link between affiliation
and behavior may mask the effect of strongly held
religious convictions on individual behavior. In
contrast to our expectations for denominational
affiliation, we therefore suggest


Hypothesis 3: Fundamentalist religious beliefs
will have a significant negative effect on White
women’s labor market involvement following
marriage or childbirth.


Our predictions for African American women are
considerably more muted, given the different
contexts for decision making in the Black com-
munity. In the face of high rates of male underem-
ployment and incarceration, marital dissolution,
and nonmarital childbearing, we predict that


Hypothesis 4: Neither conservative religious
affiliation nor belief will have a negative effect
on African American women’s labor market
involvement following marriage or childbirth, ir-
respective of their partner’s religious affiliation.


Analysis Plan


Demmit (1992) argues that conservative pastors
have learned to accept the growing labor force
activity of mothers but nevertheless couch this
within a rhetoric that seeks to minimize the impact
of paid work on the time or energy that mothers
spend on their primary obligations as home-
makers and family caregivers. Thus, working
from home, limiting hours of paid work, and
redefining essential material needs so that
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employment is unnecessary are preferred strategies
for mothers. Gallagher (2003) and Bartkowski
(1999) agree that a level of accommodation to
women’s labor force participation has occurred
within subcultures of religious conservatism,
but early and sustained career activity following
family formation continues to be actively dis-
couraged. Thus, religious conservatism may
affect women’s occupational success not solely
or even primarily by limiting their labor supply
but by encouraging moves to less demanding
jobs with concomitantly lower wages. We there-
fore focus on three indicators of change in labor
force behavior following marriage or mother-
hood: change in (a) labor supply, (b) gender
composition of the respondents’ job, and (c)
hourly wage.


Labor supply reflects the number of hours
contributed to the market, recognizing that most
remunerative careers require long hours and that
a penalty for shorter hours is paid by workers in
wages as well as in opportunities for advance-
ment and training. Occupational percent female
in the respondent’s job is used because mothers
have been shown to disproportionately move
into female-dominated jobs (that pay less than
male-dominated jobs of equivalent skill) in
response to family formation (Budig & Eng-
land, 2001; Desai & Waite, 1991). Williams
(2001) links these moves to women’s attempts
to find more supportive employers and less
demanding jobs as well as scheduling character-
istics (part-time work or work close to home)
that may make employment more attractive for
workers with extensive family obligations.
Finally, we use hourly wage as an indicator of
general productivity that should grow over time
in proportion to increases in experience and
training. Wages are, of course, only loosely
related to productivity in cross-section. Over
time, however, additional training and promo-
tions should be expressed in wage increases
whatever the distortion in baseline wage-setting
practices.


Although many women find themselves
changing their labor force behavior following
marriage and especially childbirth (Waldfogel,
1997), religious conservatism should exacerbate
those changes. This would translate into steeper
declines in labor supply, moves to more female-
dominated jobs, and lower wage growth over
time for religiously conservative women experi-
encing marriage or childbirth compared to their
less conservative peers.


We recognize that our crucial independent var-
iable, conservative religious affiliation, actually
has two distinct dimensions: membership in
a denomination with a theological adherence to
biblical inerrancy and individual religious belief
in the inerrancy of the Bible at baseline (Time 1).
Significant collinearity between these two meas-
ures led us to use each in separate analyses of
the three labor market outcomes outlined above,
rather than including both in the same equation.
We coded conservative religious homogamy as
occurring when both wife and husband reported
a baseline conservative denominational mem-
bership or when a conservative wife married
a religiously conservative husband between sur-
vey waves. To be considered a homogamous
union, both spouses did not have to report the
same denominational affiliation, but both had to
report a denomination that was similarly coded
as either mainline or conservative. This measure
was then interacted with respondents’ religious
affiliation to see whether the effect of conserva-
tive affiliation increased with partners’ religious
support.


Because persons from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds are more likely to express a conser-
vative religious affiliation, as are residents of
southern states and non-Hispanic respondents
(Darnell & Sherkat, 1997), indicators of class
background, region, and ethnicity were included
in analyses to avoid misspecifying the effects of
religious affiliation. The number of children in
the household younger than 18 years at Time 1
and spouse’s income (at Time 1 for existing
marriages and Time 2 for marriages between
survey waves) were also included as controls on
the household demand for women’s market
participation.


Although our original intent was to combine
Blacks and Whites and directly model race differ-
ences in the effects of religious denomination and
belief, Chow tests for all three dependent varia-
bles indicated that separate race models were
statistically warranted. This means that the set
of independent variables for each of the three
outcomes showed significantly different rela-
tionships to outcomes by race. We therefore ran
separate models for Blacks and Whites.


Modeling Procedure


Although we are primarily interested in the labor
market behavior of women transitioning into
marriage or parenthood, selecting only those
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women for analysis ran the risk of introducing
complicated selection effects into our models.
This would likely occur because the independent
variables of interest here (especially religious
affiliation and belief ) help structure decisions
about entry into marriage and parenthood. To
avoid this bias, we included all women in our
models and used religious affiliation as a control
for changes in market behavior that generally
occurred for all women in a particular religious
group. We also modeled any main effects of hav-
ing a marital status change or new child in the
household. To test our major proposition that
these life transitions affect the behavior of women
with strong conservative religious affiliations
more than others, we created interaction terms
for those who held a conservative religious affil-
iation and experienced a marital status change or
childbirth.


For each dependent variable, we ran sepa-
rate models for conservative religious affiliation
and fundamentalist belief by race to determine
whether belief was in fact a stronger predictor
of behavior than affiliation, per se. Ordered logit
models were estimated for the analysis of labor
supply, given the ordered categories used to
measure the intensity of labor supply, whereas
OLS (ordinary least squares) regression with
Heckman’s correction for sample selection bias
(Winship & Mare, 1992) was used for the analy-
ses of occupational percent female and hourly
wage. The lambda coefficient for Heckman’s
sample selection correction was created using
the model for labor supply but truncating the
ordered categories measuring labor supply into
either employed or not employed for pay. The
correction for sample selection bias was neces-
sary because only those women employed at
Time 2 could be used to analyze changes in occu-
pation percent female or hourly wages. Wages
were logged for the analysis because the sample
distribution of wages was right skewed.


Because we were interested in change over
time, each outcome was modeled as a lagged
regression equation of the following form:


Y2 ¼ b Y1 1 bX 1 b Z 1 �


where b is a vector of coefficients; Y1 is the
lagged value of the dependent variable at Time
1; X is the set of independent variables measur-
ing religious affiliation, transitions into mar-
riage and parenthood, and controls; and Z is the


set of interactions between religious affiliation
and transitions. The crucial tests of our hypothe-
ses are contained in these interactions. The
two-way interactions of conservative religious
denomination and either giving birth or getting
married test Hypothesis 1 that denomination has
no direct influence on market behavior. The
three-way interaction of denomination, marital
homogamy, and getting married or giving birth
tests Hypothesis 2 that the effect of conservative
denomination grows stronger in homogamous
marriages. The two-way interaction of funda-
mentalist belief and either giving birth or get-
ting married tests Hypothesis 3’s contention
that religious belief is a better predictor of mar-
ket behavior following these family transitions.


METHOD


Data


Our data come from the longitudinal component
of the NSFH (1988 – 1993), which contained
a significant number of marriages and new births
to respondents across the survey waves. We
avoided the problem of inferring causality from
correlations between religious affiliation and
behavior in cross-sectional studies by looking at
behavior following these two major transitions
over time. Denominational affiliation and reli-
gious belief at Time 1 were used to predict
changes by Time 2 in labor force outcomes
among women undergoing family transitions
between survey waves. The NSFH contains
extensive information on religious affiliation
using detailed denominational categories, beliefs
about biblical inerrancy, and spouse’s religious
affiliation. The data also include measures of
family structure, work involvement, and work-
place characteristics for all primary respondents.
The NSFH is the only extant data source with
such detailed information on religious parti-
cipation, family dynamics, and workforce
participation.


The NSFH is composed of two waves of in-
person face-to-face interviews of a random
selection of adults (aged 19 and older) in non-
institutionalized households. The first wave of
interviews took place during 1987 and 1988
and consisted of 9,643 individuals. An additional
3,374 individuals were selected to overrepresent
certain minority groups (e.g., Blacks, Hispanics,
single parents, stepparents, cohabiters, and
recently married persons) for a total sample of
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13,017 respondents. The second wave followed
up in 1992 and 1993 consisted of 10,005 of the
original respondents. Excluding respondents
who died, the response rate for Time 2 was 82%.


Several factors at Time 1 helped predict attri-
tion by Time 2. People who were unmarried
and unemployed at Time 1, men, older people,
non-Whites, persons with lower levels of educa-
tion, and individuals with higher levels of income
and depression were more likely to leave the
study. Because of oversampling at Time 1, the
panel contained relatively high proportions of
Black and Hispanic respondents and single pa-
rents. To correct for the nonrandom nature of
the data, analyses of White and Black women
were performed using the Time 2 individual sam-
ple weights provided by the NSFH to approxi-
mate a nationally representative sample.


Because our research question focuses on how
conservative religion affects women’s labor force
behavior across early family transitions, our anal-
yses are restricted to women aged 50 or younger
at Time 1 who were main respondents in the
sample. Although women older than 50 may tran-
sition into marriage or parenthood, their probabil-
ities of doing so are quite low. Our restrictions of
the total NSFH longitudinal sample to women
younger than 50 reduced the sample size from
10,005 to 3,817. Missing data on crucial depen-
dent variables (work status, hours worked, and
annual earnings) further reduced this to 3,492
cases (2,843 White and 649 Black respondents)
for a less than 10% loss of data. Within this
final sample, 460 women had married and
1,078 gave birth between survey waves.


Variable Construction


Dependent variables. Because we were inter-
ested in change over survey waves in the depen-
dent variables, we created measures of each
dependent variable at both Time 1 and Time 2.
Time 1 measures were then used as independent
variables in lagged regression models of Time 2
outcomes. Labor supply was measured by the
number of work hours at each wave, computed
by combining job hours for the respondents’
main job and second job if applicable. Because
a large number of women at each wave was not
employed for pay, however, the distribution of
work hours was nonnormal. We transformed
actual work hours into one of three ordered cate-
gories to represent the intensity of work effort in


the market: 0 for those out of the labor force, 1 for
those working 1 – 25 hours per week, and 2 for
those working more than 25 hours per week.
Hourly wage at each wave was computed by
combining the reported hourly wage for hourly
workers and a calculated wage for salaried work-
ers who reported their annual income, usual hours
worked, and weeks worked per year. For those re-
porting both a salary and hourly wage at different
jobs, the weighted average of the two was calcu-
lated. Those not employed were given a code of
0 for their earnings at each time point; at Time 2,
this code was used to create the sample selection
lambda for the analyses of occupation percent
female and hourly wage among those employed.
Occupational percent female was obtained from
1990 census calculations of the proportion
female in each three-digit census occupation.
These figures were matched to each respondent’s
three-digit census occupation code for their pri-
mary job held in each time period. Those not em-
ployed or missing data at Time 1 were coded
with a separate dummy variable to indicate their
gender composition was missing in the Time 2
analysis of occupational gender composition.


Independent variables. The main independent
variables of interest include the two measures of
religiosity at Time 1 (conservative denomination,
fundamentalist belief) and the measure of conser-
vative religious homogamy in marriage. The
other important independent variables are those
measuring marital transitions (marital gain or
loss) and the transition into parenthood (child
born or adopted into family).


Respondents’ answers to a question asking
for their current religious denomination at Time
1 were divided into one of three categories: con-
servative, mainline, and no religious affiliation.
The categorization of denominations into those
representing conservative Protestantism versus
moderate/liberal denominations has been the
subject of some debate, with coding schemes
developed by Roof and McKinney (1987),
Smith (1990), and Steensland et al. (2000). After
consideration of our analytic objectives, we
selected a modified version of Roof and
McKinney’s coding scheme for two reasons:
(a) their scheme used as its principal criterion
a belief in biblical inerrancy in the published
theological statements of each denomination
and (b) the coding of all denominations, whether
traditionally African American or White, uti-
lized the same criteria, enabling us to see
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whether race modified the effect of denomina-
tional fundamentalism. The Steensland et al.
(2000) coding scheme is very similar to Roof
and McKinney’s, but separates African Ameri-
can denominations into their own category, as
well as conservatives in non-Protestant denomi-
nations. We included those in African American
denominations whose theological statements
reflect a belief in biblical inerrancy but excluded
the small number of Mormons, Muslims, and
Jews in the sample (n ¼ 91) from our conser-
vative category. Sensitivity analyses showed
no change in the results when these small
groups were coded either in the mainline or
another category. We also combined Roof and
McKinney’s moderate and liberal denomina-
tions into one contrasting mainline category
as there is little rationale for distinguishing
between the two (Steensland et al., 2000).
Finally, those reporting no religious affiliation
or preference were separated into their own
category. This resulted in a three-category cod-
ing scheme. We used two dummy variables to
represent these three categories: one for con-
servative denominational preference and one
for no religious affiliation, with mainline reli-
gious denominations as the omitted category
(because we are primarily interested in com-
paring the effects of religious conservatism to
mainline religions).


Fundamentalist belief was measured by a scale
created from the following three items measured
in Time 1: ‘‘The Bible is the answer to all impor-
tant human problems,’’ ‘‘The Bible is God’s word
and everything happened/will happen exactly as
it says,’’ and ‘‘I regard myself as a religious fun-
damentalist’’ (a ¼ .82). Each item had a response
scale ranging from 1 to 5, with 5 indicating the
strongest agreement; the scale was renormed to
this 1 – 5 range. Following Lehrer (1995), we
created a dummy variable for marriages in
which both the respondent and her spouse affili-
ated with a conservative denomination at Time
1 or the respondent married a conservative
spouse between survey waves.


Using reported marital status at Time 1 and
Time 2, three marital transition variables were cre-
ated indicating whether the respondent experi-
enced a marital gain, marital loss, or marital
stability between survey waves. The marital gain
variable included those respondents not married
at Time 1 but married at Time 2. The marital loss
variable included those respondents married at
Time 1 but not married at Time 2. The marital sta-


bility variable included respondents married at
Time 1 and still married at Time 2. The small num-
ber of respondents married to different spouses at
Time 1 and Time 2 were included among the sta-
bly married, but results were identical when these
cases were removed. The omitted category con-
tained respondents who remained single (never
married, divorced, or widowed) over time.


Transitions into motherhood were first divided
into nonmarital or marital births (births and
adoptions were treated identically) because the
demand for women’s earnings is so much stronger
among those having nonmarital births. Nonmarital
births were ascertained from information on mari-
tal status at Time 1 and Time 2 and whether the
respondent reported any new children since Time
1. Those respondents who gained one or more
children by Time 2 and were not married at Time
2 were coded as having nonmarital births. We
were not always able to determine whether the
new child entered the household before or after
the termination of a marriage. Because our interest
is in the effect of childbearing on labor supply,
however, the imminent breakup of the marriage
in these cases makes them similar to nonmarital
births. Those respondents who gained a child
and got married by Time 2 or were stably married
between Time 1 and Time 2 were considered to
have had a marital birth. We were not always able
to determine whether those respondents who
gained a child and were married at Time 2 had
the child before or after they transitioned into mar-
riage. Again, however, the impending marriage of
the birth mother makes these cases theoretically
similar to marital births. Because labor market
decisions surrounding a first marital birth may
be more consequential and may set a pattern for
subsequent births, we also separated first marital
births and later marital births wherever statistical
tests showed a significant difference in the effects
of first and higher parity births.


Spouse’s income was measured in thousands
of dollars at Time 1 and includes any child sup-
port received by a former spouse at Time 1. Those
women not married at Time 1, divorced between
Time 1 and Time 2, or not married at both times
were given a 0 on this variable if they received
no child support from a former spouse; otherwise
they were given the value of their child support
at Time 1. Spouse’s income was included in
analyses examining changes in work hours but
not occupational gender composition or wages
where it was consistently insignificant. Spouses’
income is most relevant for modeling decisions
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about how much to work. For the analysis of
wage changes, reported weekly job hours at Time
2 were controlled, in recognition of the fact that
wages in part-time jobs are often lower than those
in full-time jobs in the same occupation. This
avoids misspecifying any effects of religious affil-
iation that actually result from changes in labor
supply. Variables for region (south-nonsouth),
urban residence, respondents’ years of education,
Hispanic ethnicity, number of children, and age
were used as controls in all models.


Means and standard deviations for all variables
are shown in Table A1.


RESULTS


Tables 1 and 3 report the results of analyses of
changes in White and Black women’s hours of
employment, gender composition of their job,
and wages between 1988 and 1993 as they transi-
tion into marriage or parenthood. Table 1 uses
denominational affiliation to demarcate reli-
giously conservative women, whereas Table 3
uses fundamentalist beliefs. Each model presents
only the coefficients for the main effects and cru-
cial interaction terms testing the hypotheses pre-
sented; complete model results are available from
the authors on request. Reactions to marriage and
childbirth were tested separately to avoid the
multicollinearity produced when large numbers
of interactions involving the same variables are
entered simultaneously.


The top panel of Table 1 displays the results
testing Hypothesis 1 that merely affiliating with
a conservative denomination will not affect the
labor market behavior of White women following
marriage or childbirth. Although this was sup-
ported with respect to changes in the occupational
percent female of the respondent’s job and wage
growth over time, Columns 1 and 2 show that
conservative denominational affiliation did have
a surprisingly large effect on changes in labor
supply following both marriage and first birth.
Exploration of this result revealed that marriage
reduced labor supply among the religiously con-
servative primarily because of its close temporal
association with a first birth. When both interac-
tions were entered simultaneously, only the inter-
action of denomination and marital first birth
retained significance. The change in effect size
for a marital first birth, however, was consider-
able: A new mother in a conservative denomina-
tion was 78% less likely to be employed for more
than 25 hours per week than other new mothers,


Exp[�1.52] ¼ .22. For Whites, a marital birth
among women in mainline denominations was
associated with a 52% decline in their proba-
bility of full-time employment ceteris paribus,
Exp[�.73] ¼ .48, whereas this grew to an 87%
decline in the probability of full-time employ-
ment among those in conservative denomina-
tions, Exp[.21 � .73 � 1.52] ¼ .13.


Hypothesis 2 claims that denomination will
have a negative effect on market behavior when
both spouses affiliate with a conservative denom-
ination. For change in the occupational percent
female and wage growth, this is apparently not
the case as no significant differences between
women in religiously homogamous and heterog-
amous marriages could be discerned for either
White or Black women. Conservative religious
homogamy did affect labor supply among White
women, though not in totally expected ways.
Table 2 reports the three models that showed
a significant modification of the effect of denom-
ination on labor supply for White women when
both spouses were religiously conservative. As
expected, husband’s religious conservatism
increased the effect of wives’ conservative
denomination on labor supply following a first
birth. Religiously conservative women with con-
servative spouses were 94% less likely to be em-
ployed for more than 25 hours per week
than other new mothers. Among those transition-
ing to marriage, however, the opposite pattern
occurred: Religiously conservative women enter-
ing homogamous marriages showed a much
smaller decline in labor supply than those enter-
ing marriages with more religiously liberal
husbands (5% lower likelihood of full-time
employment for those in religiously homoga-
mous unions vs. a 67% lower likelihood of full-
time employment among those in heterogamous
unions). The same pattern occurred for responses
to marital loss (through divorce, separation, or
widowhood). Those leaving religiously conser-
vative homogamous unions were only slightly
less likely to work over 25 hours per week than
other formerly married women, but those leaving
a heterogamous union were 64% less likely to
work over 25 hours per week.


These results suggest but do not confirm that the
economic status of religiously conservative hus-
bands might be lower or less stable than their non-
conservative counterparts. Because the NSFH has
no income information prior to 1993 on husbands’
marrying into the sample, new spouse’s income at
the time of their marriage cannot be controlled in
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Table 1. Models of Change in Labor Force Outcomes by Conservative Religious Affiliation, Women 18 – 50 Years, National


Survey of Families and Households, 1988 – 1993 (Standard Errors in Parentheses)


Variable Labor Supply
a


Occupational Percent Female
b


Ln (Hourly Wage)
b


White women, n ¼ 2,843
Conservative denomination .32 (.25) .21 (.17) .00 (.04) .03* (.02) �.09 (.06) �.05 (.04)
Marital gain .12 (.13) .01 (.02) �.01 (.05)
Marital loss .18 (.13) .03 (.02) .01 (.06)


Marital stability �.11 (.11) �.01 (.02) �.00 (.04)
Marital first birth �.73*** (.15) �.02 (.03) .17* (.08)
Marital higher parity birth �.46** (.16) — .01 (.07)
Nonmarital birth �.16 (.48) �.04 (.04) .01 (.09)
Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Gain


�.72** (.29) .07 (.06) .00 (.11)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Loss


�.46 (.29) .04 (.06) .00 (.11)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Stability


�.23 (.21) .01 (.04) .09 (.06)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital First Birth
c


�1.52*** (.33) �.05 (.04) .16 (.14)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Higher Parity Birth


�.25 (.30) — .07 (.09)


Conservative Denomination 3


Nonmarital Birth


�.16 (.47) .00 (.07) �.15 (.14)


R
2


828/22 837/22 .16 .16 .33 .33


Black women, n ¼ 649
Conservative denomination �.96 (.23) �.11 (.25) .03 (.04) .02 (.03) �.00 (.10) .03 (.10)
Marital gain .45 (.36) �.10 (.06) �.10 (.16)
Marital loss �.41 (.28) �.07 (.06) �.05 (.16)
Marital stability .33 (.29) �.04 (.04) �.12 (.12)
Marital first birth �1.32** (.44) �.06 (.08) .34 (.22)
Marital higher parity birth — — —


Nonmarital birth �.56** (.20) �.16** (.06) .05 (.16)
Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Gain


.21 (.44) .08 (.08) �.11 (.18)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Loss


.75* (.38) .00 (.09) .10 (.19)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Stability


.60 (.35) �.01 (.05) .05 (.13)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital First Birth
c


1.06** (.42) .06 (.09) �.24 (.19)


Conservative Denomination 3


Marital Higher Parity Birth


— — —


Conservative Denomination 3


Nonmarital Birth


.33 (.28) .04 (.07) �.00 (.14)


R
2


127/19 128/18 .15 .16 .51 .51


Note: All models included the following controls: religious participation at Time 1, nonmarital birth, marital birth, marital


loss, marital stability, marital gain, conservative religious homogamy in marriage, job hours at Time 1, age at Time 1, ethnicity


(1 ¼ Hispanic), education at Time 1, number of children less than 18, number of children less than 6, region (1 ¼ south),
metro (SMSA ¼ 1), and spouse’s income at Time 1.


a
Ordered logit model; X


2
/df given instead of R


2
.


b
Sample selection models; n ¼ 1,956 for White women, n ¼ 442 for Black


women.
c
When no difference in coefficients was found between first and higher parity births, only one coefficient is presented


for all parities.


*p , .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.
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these models. For the formerly married, husbands’
income at baseline is controlled in each model, but
instability in subsequent earnings cannot be ruled
out as an explanation.


Table 3 reports the results of models of labor
market involvement using fundamentalist belief
rather than conservative denomination, testing
the contention of Hypothesis 3 that religious be-
liefs will have stronger negative effects on White
women’s market behavior following marriage or
childbirth than mere affiliation. White women
with fundamentalist beliefs did work less than
other women in general, evidenced by a consis-
tently significant negative main effect across
specifications that was not seen with conservative
denominational affiliation. Column 1 of the top
panel shows no support for the contention that
White women holding more fundamentalist be-
liefs work less after getting married. After giving
birth (Column 2), women with more fundamen-
talist beliefs worked less than other new mothers
only if the birth was nonmarital. Responses to
nonmarital births were sharply divided by re-
spondent’s level of fundamentalist belief,
whereas responses to marital births were surpris-
ingly unaffected. The more fundamentalist
a mother’s religious beliefs, the less labor she
supplied to the market following a nonmarital
birth. Although those experiencing a nonmarital
birth and holding the least fundamentalist beliefs
were 143% more likely to work over 25 hours


per week than other women in the sample,
Exp[1.52 � .08 � .55] ¼ 2.43, those with the
most fundamentalist beliefs were 80% less likely
to work over 25 hours per week than other women
on average, Exp[1.52 � .4 – 2.75] ¼ .196. The
unexpectedly strong effect of fundamentalist be-
liefs on reactions to nonmarital childbearing
rather than marital childbearing among White
women defies easy explanation.


The effects of fundamentalist beliefs on occu-
pational percent female and wage growth follow-
ing marriage and first birth generally conform to
Hypothesis 3, however. Fundamentalist beliefs
had the expected significant effect on moves to
more female-dominated jobs following marriage
among Whites. The effect size for the interaction
of marriage and fundamentalist belief was sub-
stantial: Among those women who got married,
the most fundamentalist women saw an average
10% increase in the proportion female in their
occupation by 1993 (�.15 1 .25 ¼ .10), whereas
the least fundamentalist saw a 10% decline (�.15
1 .05 ¼ �.10). Given the association between
female concentration in an occupation and
wages, this finding suggests these women should
show slower wage gains following marriage as
well.


True to form, Column 5 of the top panel
in Table 3 displays the strong negative effect
of fundamentalist religious beliefs on the
wage growth of women after they married.


Table 2. Mediating Effects of Conservative Religious Homogamy on Women’s Labor Supply, White and Black Women


18 – 50 Years, National Survey of Families and Households, 1988 – 1993 (Logistic Regression Coefficients;


Odds Ratios in Parentheses)


Interaction White Women Black Women


Conservative Denomination 3 Marital Loss Without Homogamy �1.02** (.36)
Conservative Denomination 3 Marital Loss With Religious Homogamy


Between Spouses


�.05 (.95)


Conservative Denomination 3 Marital Gain Without Homogamy �1.11*** (.33) .95* (2.59)
Conservative Denomination 3 Marital Gain With Religious Homogamy


Between spouses


�.05 (.95) �.46** (.63)


Conservative Denomination 3 Marital First Birth Without Homogamy �1.47*** (.23)
Conservative Denomination 3 Marital First Birth With Religious Homogamy


Between Spouses


�2.83*** (.06)


Note: All models included the following controls: religious participation at Time 1, nonmarital birth, marital birth, marital


loss, marital stability, marital gain, conservative religious homogamy in marriage, job hours at Time 1, age at Time 1, ethnicity


(1 ¼ Hispanic.), education at Time 1, number of children younger than 18, number of children youmger than 6, region (1 ¼
south), metro (SMSA (stand metropolitan statistical area) ¼ 1), spouse’s income at Time 1, conservative denomination at Time 1,
and no religious affiliation at Time 1.


*p , .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.


622 Journal of Marriage and Family








Table 3. Models of Change in Labor Force Outcomes by Fundamentalist Belief, Women 18 – 50 Years, National Survey


of Families and Households, 1988 – 1993 (Standard Errors in Parentheses)


Variable Labor Supply
a


Occupational Percent Female
b


Ln (Hourly Wage)
b


White women, n ¼ 2,843
Fundamentalist belief �.13** (.05) �.08* (.03) �.01 (.01) �.00 (.03) .00 (.03) �.03 (.01)
Marital gain �.50 (.35) �.15* (.06) .28* (.13)
Marital loss 1.44*** (.41) �.12 (.07) .20 (.14)
Marital stability �.28 (.22) �.02 (.04) .10 (.09)
Marital first birth �.45 (.35) �.03 (.05) .38** (.15)
Marital higher parity birth �.72* (.34) — .06 (.12)
Nonmarital birth 1.52*** (.41) �.05 (.09) �.06 (.18)
Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Gain


.17 (.11) .05** (.02) �.10** (.04)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Loss


�.39** (.12) .05* (.02) �.06 (.04)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Stability


.05 (.06) .00 (.01) �.03 (.03)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital First Birth
c


�.15 (.10) �.01 (.05) �.07 (.04)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Higher Parity Birth


.06 (.10) — .01 (.03)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Nonmarital Birth


�.55*** (.15) .00 (.03) .01 (.05)


R
2


835/21 835/21 .16 .16 .33 .33


Black women, n ¼ 649
Fundamentalist belief �.12 (.10) �.20 (.12) �.02 (.02) �.01 (.02) �.06 (.04) �.06 (.04)
Marital gain 2.49 (1.60) .22 (.24) �.54 (.55)
Marital loss 4.03** (1.34) .13 (.22) �.25 (.52)
Marital stability .57 (.74) �.17 (.12) .10 (.27)
Marital first birth �2.05* (.91) �.23 (.20) .46 (.45)
Marital higher parity birth — — —


Nonmarital birth .20 (.62) �.05 (.16) .01 (.33)
Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Gain


�.44 (.42) �.08 (.07) .13 (.15)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Loss


�1.07** (.34) �.05 (.06) .07 (.14)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Stability


.01 (.19) .04 (.03) �.05 (.07)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital First Birth
c


.38 (.22) .06 (.05) �.07 (.11)


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Marital Higher Parity Birth


— — —


Fundamentalist Belief 3


Nonmarital Birth


�.13 (.17) �.03 (.04) .01 (.08)


R
2


133/18 129/17 .17 .16 .52 .52


Note: All models included the following controls: religious participation at Time 1, nonmarital birth, marital birth, marital


loss, marital stability, marital gain, conservative religious homogamy in marriage, job hours at Time 1, age at Time 1, ethnicity


(1 ¼ Hispanic), education at Time 1, number of children younger than 18, number of children younger than 6, region (1 ¼
south), metro (SMSA ¼ 1), and spouse’s income at Time 1.


a
Ordered logit model; X


2
/df given instead of R


2
.


b
Sample selection models; n ¼ 1,956 for White women, n ¼ 442 for Black


women.
c
When no difference in coefficients was found between first and higher parity births, only one coefficient is presented


for all parities.


*p , .05. **p , .01. ***p , .001.
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Fundamentalist beliefs dramatically altered
White women’s wage trajectory following mar-
riage, all else held equal. Combining the positive
main effect for a marital gain (b ¼ .28) with the
negative interaction of marital gain and funda-
mentalist beliefs (b ¼ �.10) shows that getting
married produced an 18% increase in wage
growth among White women with the least
fundamentalist beliefs but a 22% decrease in
wage growth among those holding the most
fundamentalist beliefs.


Overall, the results for White women demon-
strate qualified support for Hypotheses 1, 2, and
3. Conservative denomination had no effect on
changes in occupational percent female or hourly
wages following marriage or childbirth but did
reduce labor supply among those experiencing
marriage or a marital first birth. Fundamentalist
beliefs, by contrast, reduced labor supply only
among those experiencing nonmarital births,
while increasing occupational percent female
and decreasing wage growth following marriage.
Spousal homogamy among women in conserva-
tive denominations accentuated the dramatic
decline in labor supply following a marital first
birth, but surprisingly had the opposite effect fol-
lowing marriage, counteracting rather than accen-
tuating the drop in labor supply associated with
marriage among religious conservatives. Overall,
few effects of conservative religious homogamy
between spouses could be detected across the
models of change in labor supply, occupational
percent female, and wages over the 5-year period.


Black Women


The analyses for Black women testing Hypothe-
sis 4 can be found in the bottom panels of Tables


1 and 3. Looking first at changes in labor supply,
the ordered logit models for Black women re-
ported in Table 1 show that a conservative
denominational affiliation actually prevented
a sharp decline in labor supply following a marital
birth but did not affect those getting married. In
marked contrast to the results for White women,
Black women in conservative denominations
experiencing a marital birth had a much smaller
decline in their probability of full-time employ-
ment (31%) than their counterparts in mainline
denominations (73%). Black women who affili-
ated with a conservative denomination were
189% more likely to work over 25 hours per week
after a marital birth than other new mothers,
Exp[1.06] ¼ 2.89. As theorized, Black women’s
association with conservative denominations
tended to promote employment rather than retard
it. No effects of conservative denomination could
be found for changes in occupational percent
female or hourly wage among Black women.


Turning to fundamentalist beliefs, the bottom
panel of Table 3 shows no significant effects of
fundamentalist belief on Black women’s labor
market behavior. Mirroring the effect of conser-
vative denomination, Black women experiencing
a marital birth showed a slight tendency to work
more hours as their endorsement of fundamental-
ist beliefs increased but the effect was not signif-
icant. There were no significant effects of
fundamentalist belief on changes in occupational
percent female following marriage or childbirth
among Black women. Overall, the results are
consistent with Hypothesis 4 that neither conser-
vative religious affiliation nor belief will have
negative effects on the labor market behavior of
African American women. The only significant


Table 4. Summary of Effects of Conservative Denomination and Belief Following Family Transitions


Transition


Labor Supply Occupational Percent Female Ln (Hourly Wage)


Denomination Belief Denomination Belief Denomination Belief


White women, n ¼ 2,843
After marriage �a 1 �
After marital first birth �b


After nonmarital birth �
Black women, n ¼ 649


After marriage 1/�c


After marital birth 1


After nonmarital birth


a
Effect is weakened by conservative marital homogamy.


b
Effect is strengthened by conservative marital homogamy.


c
Effect


is negative with conservative marital homogamy; positive without homogamy.
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result for Black women indicated that member-
ship in a conservative denomination actually
retarded the typical drop in labor supply follow-
ing a marital birth.


To check for any moderating effects of conser-
vative religious homogamy on African American
women’s market behavior following marriage or
childbirth, all models were rerun with interac-
tions of conservative religious homogamy and
marriage and parenthood. Only one significant
moderating effect of homogamy among Blacks
could be found in the model of labor supply fol-
lowing marriage, which is reported in Table 2.
If the new spouse did not affiliate with a conserva-
tive denomination but his wife did, her labor sup-
ply increased following marriage, making her
159% more likely to work over 25 hours than
other newly married women. If the new spouse
also affiliated with a conservative denomination,
however, the newly married wife was 37% less
likely to work over 25 hours per week. Although
these differences are statistically significant, the
number of new marriages among Blacks was
small (30), leaving this finding susceptible to
influential cases.


DISCUSSION


The analyses presented here help us answer sev-
eral questions about the influence of resurgent
religious conservatism on women’s labor market
behavior following marriage and childbirth.
Although we expected denominational affiliation
to have little effect, simply affiliating with a
conservative religious denomination caused
a marked reduction in White women’s labor
supply following marriage and/or childbirth, in
keeping with doctrinal emphasis on female
domesticity in these denominations. The most
important denominational effect was an espe-
cially large decrease in labor supply following
a marital first birth among Whites. A new mother
in a conservative denomination was 78% less
likely to be employed for more than 25 hours
per week than other White women experiencing
first births, an effect that rose to a 94% reduction
in the probability of working more than 25 hours
if the father was also religiously conservative. In
other words, virtually no new mothers in reli-
giously conservative marriages worked full-time
following a marital birth. No effects on the occu-
pational percent female or hourly wage following
marriage or childbirth were detected among those
staying employed, however.


In contrast to denomination, personal religious
beliefs in biblical inerrancy had negative effects
on all three forms of market behavior, though
again limited to White women. Among Whites,
stronger fundamentalist beliefs were associated
with significantly lower labor supply among
women having a nonmarital birth but not those
getting married or having marital births. White
women expressing fundamentalist beliefs, how-
ever, were significantly more likely to move
to a more female-dominated job following
marriage. Consistent with this finding, White
women with fundamentalist beliefs also showed
much slower wage growth following marriage
than other women who married over the period
in question. In fact, marriage proved to be pro-
ductivity enhancing for White women without
fundamentalist beliefs in these data, similar to
the long-observed pattern for men. Their wages
grew significantly faster than the wages of other
comparable women, all other factors held equal.
But White women holding fundamentalist
beliefs did not share in these productivity gains
of marriage and, in fact, showed slower wage
gains than single women between survey
waves. Although not necessarily exiting the
labor force, these religiously conservative
wives appeared to be redirecting their priorities
away from career growth. Perhaps, they
increased their time in ‘‘home production’’ fol-
lowing marriage, consistent with a specializa-
tion and trading model of marriage (Pollak,
2000). It appears as though marriage signaled
a change in the gendered division of labor for
White women with the most fundamentalist be-
liefs, not childbearing as is often the case with
other women.


These effects of personal fundamentalist be-
liefs on market attainment following marriage
are neither small in magnitude nor trivial in effect.
Among White women, getting married produced
a 10% reduction in the proportion female in re-
spondents’ jobs among those holding the least
fundamentalist beliefs but resulted in an average
10% increase in the proportion female among
those holding the most fundamentalist beliefs.
Getting married produced an 18% increase in
wage growth among women with the least fun-
damentalist beliefs but a 22% decrease in wage
growth among those holding the most funda-
mentalist beliefs. Evaluating wage growth at the
mean for all other variables shows that the aver-
age 5-year wage increase among employed
women getting married between survey waves
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was $5.99 per hour for wives with the least fun-
damentalist beliefs but only $3.99 for wives
with the most fundamentalist religious beliefs.
Because these effects exist after controlling for
human capital and family size, they represent
lower bound estimates of the actual effects of
conservative religious beliefs on White wives’
market attainment because research suggests
fundamentalist affiliation may have indirect
effects via lower educational attainment and
earlier family formation as well (Darnell &
Sherkat, 1997).


The findings for African American women
were quite different from the results for White
women. Far fewer effects of religious denomina-
tion and belief were found overall. The one
clearly significant effect revealed a positive
effect of conservative denominational member-
ship on Black women’s labor supply following
a marital birth. This finding may reflect unmea-
sured characteristics of spouses (other than their
income) among religiously conservative Black
women. A similar positive effect on labor sup-
ply was found for Black women in conservative
denominations following marriage but only for
those who marry men outside their conservative
faith. Although far more African American
than White women were members of conserva-
tive denominations (48% vs. 18% for White
women), conservative church membership and
conservative religious beliefs had far less nega-
tive effects on Black women’s market attain-
ment. Communities that have historically relied
heavily on the employment and earnings of
mothers may not be especially receptive to the
message that domesticity should be mothers’
primary role. Conservative Black churches may
tailor their theology to emphasize the role of
fathers in family and community life (Wilcox,
2004), and economic cooperation between
parents to foster successful, resilient Black
children.


How do these results for White and Black
women inform theoretical questions about the
impact of conservative religion on women’s
occupational attainment? With respect to denom-
inational affiliation, the results support a modified
materialist perspective that nevertheless grants
religious affiliation a prominent role in mothers’
decisions about how much labor to supply to
the market following childbirth. As resurgent
Protestant evangelicalism grows more prevalent
in the population (Hout, Greeley, & Wilde,
2001), its conservative message about women’s


obligations in the domestic sphere seems to
greatly affect White women’s labor supply fol-
lowing a first birth, especially if their spouses
share their conservative religious affiliation.
Once employed, however, denominational mem-
bership had no effect on the type of job held or the
respondent’s wage growth within it. This pattern
confirms the results of qualitative studies of
White women in conservative congregations.
Conservative denominations do seem to provide
a wide tent under which a variety of family forms
are tolerated if not celebrated.


Fundamentalist belief systems had a stronger
effect on occupational attainment after marriage
among White women. Stronger conservative
beliefs resulted in moves to more female-
dominated jobs and slower wage growth
following marriage. Women holding fundamen-
talist beliefs may have greater confidence in the
contractual obligations of marriage that lead
them to rely more on their husbands’ earnings
and anticipate their own greater obligation in
the domestic sphere in return (irrespective of
the presence or absence of children). In other
words, closely held doctrinal beliefs about the
sanctity and permanence of marriage might
encourage White women to adhere to a speciali-
zation or trading model of marriage that can
provide women with long-term economic secu-
rity in exchange for their domestic labor and
child care. This is a risky strategy in a high-
divorce culture embedded in a globalizing econ-
omy, and earlier work with the NSFH (Lehrer,
1995) suggests that it is undertaken more read-
ily when both spouses are religiously conserva-
tive and hence share an ideology about the
permanence of marriage. Our analyses of mari-
tal transitions in the NSFH, however, did not
show any increase in the effects of fundamen-
talist beliefs when new husbands were also
religiously conservative. Nor did we find fewer
marital separations by 1993 among those women
in conservative denominations or among those
espousing more fundamentalist beliefs in 1988
(see Table A1).


CONCLUSIONS


Conservative religious denominations continue
to emphasize the ideal of domesticity for women,
particularly when children are young, and appear
to have had some success in limiting married
White women’s labor supply. Overall, denomi-
nations appeared to affect labor supply, whereas
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fundamentalist beliefs affected job behavior
once employed for White women following
transitions into marriage or motherhood. For
African American women, denomination posi-
tively affected labor supply following a marital
birth, but beliefs affected neither labor force
participation nor job choices, reflecting the
divergent job and marriage markets facing
Blacks.


These findings raise interesting questions
about why conservative religion restricts labor
supply among Whites but not among Blacks
following marriage and family formation.
Social support processes in conservative con-
gregations are an avenue to pursue to illuminate
this process. The data here are limited in scope
about the activities and normative pressures in
congregational life. Certainly for those parish-
ioners whose social networks center around
church activities and friendships, the potential
for strong normative influences to affect the
labor force participation of mothers exists,
alongside the role of social contagion in deter-
mining appropriate childrearing practices
among new parents.


Whether the role of conservative religion in
White women’s lower labor supply is causal or
the product of selection cannot be absolutely
determined by these longitudinal data. Women
who desire a conventional breadwinner-housewife
marriage may be disproportionately drawn to
conservative denominations before marriage,
perhaps even searching for suitable spouses
there. This could explain the strong effect of con-
servative religious homogamy on wives’ labor
force participation following childbirth, making
it useful to consider further exploration of the eti-
ology of religious homogamy in marriage. In pre-
dominantly African American congregations,
however, the different marriage market could
produce selection on achievement orientation
among women.


The findings further push us to consider what
motivates the strong fundamentalist beliefs
among some White women that lead them into
traditionally feminine occupations with lower
wages following marriage, behaviors at odds
with more conventional understandings of self-
interest. These choices may signify a commitment
to living according to religious doctrine that is not
always broadly shared by the membership of con-
servative denominations. This interpretation fits
Smith’s (2000) conception of evangelical Protes-
tants as generally unwilling to impose church


doctrine on anyone but themselves, despite ster-
eotypes to the contrary.


The answer to the question of whether there is
an autonomous role of Christian conservatism in
the lower market attainment of women is yes, but
the ideology that spawns this result is apparently
not yet hegemonic among the membership of
growing conservative denominations. Structural
pressures that thwart the development of devout
believers may be growing, lessening the impact
of religion on market behavior over time. The
data here represent the life course transitions of
cohorts born between 1940 and 1970, but some
scholars suggest that younger evangelicals may
be more affluent and mainstream in their family
behavior (Schmalzbauer, 1993; Woodberry &
Smith, 1998). If they are not, the growth of con-
servative denominations could conceivably halt
or reverse the economic progress of women in
the future. This is certainly a topic for further
study with longitudinal data that can concomi-
tantly track the growth of conservative denomi-
nations and women’s market choices.


NOTE


An earlier version of this paper was presented at the March
2001 meetings of the Population Association of America. This
research was supported by a National Science Foundation
grant (SBR98-07611) to the first author. Many thanks to
Christopher Ellison, Mark Chaves, and Christian Smith for
commenting on that earlier draft.
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Table A1. Means (Standard Deviations), Women 18 – 50 Years, National Survey of Families and Households, 1988 – 1993


Black Women (Total n ¼ 702) White Women (Total n ¼ 3,070)


Conservative


Denomination


(n ¼ 340)


Mainline


Denomination


(n ¼ 327)
No Religion


(n ¼ 35)


Conservative


Denomination


(n ¼ 564)


Mainline


Denomination


(n ¼ 2,227)
No Religion


(n ¼ 279)


Fundamentalist beliefs at


Time 1


3.87 (0.77) 3.51 (0.81) 2.70 (0.99) 3.85 (0.82) 3.05 (0.93) 2.33 (1.05)


Religious participation at


Time 1


5.96 (3.09) 4.64 (3.29) 1.19 (2.43) 5.30 (3.84) 3.26 (3.21) 0.53 (1.61)


Occupational Percent Female


at Time 1


0.66 (0.26) 0.64 (0.25) 0.51 (0.28) 0.64 (0.27) 0.65 (0.27) 0.60 (0.30)


Occupational Percent Female


at Time 2


0.64 (0.25) 0.65 (0.24) 0.65 (0.17) 0.65 (0.26) 0.64 (0.25) 0.62 (0.27)


Job hours at Time 1 24.71 (19.41) 23.93 (19.77) 20.14 (23.40) 22.07 (20.14) 26.46 (19.32) 23.70 (19.76)


Job hours at Time 2 28.93 (20.67) 26.99 (20.98) 18.89 (20.23) 25.04 (21.84) 28.45 (21.16) 30.34 (22.71)


Hourly Wage at Time 1 4.00 (4.22) 4.94 (5.58) 3.52 (5.09) 4.00 (4.92) 5.70 (6.42) 5.19 (6.93)


Hourly Wage at Time 2 6.58 (9.67) 7.76 (11.13) 4.49 (6.20) 5.67 (6.06) 9.03 (23.50) 8.27 (8.02)


Employed at Time 1 0.64 (0.48) 0.62 (0.48) 0.46 (0.51) 0.62 (0.49) 0.71 (0.45) 0.65 (0.48)


Marital stability 0.23 (0.42) 0.18 (0.39) 0.11 (0.32) 0.58 (0.50) 0.50 (0.50) 0.36 (0.48)


Marital gain 0.11 (0.31) 0.09 (0.28) 0.11 (0.32) 0.12 (0.32) 0.16 (0.37) 0.15 (0.35)


Marital loss 0.06 (0.24) 0.08 (0.27) 0.03 (0.17) 0.10 (0.30) 0.07 (0.25) 0.11 (0.31)


Marital birth 0.09 (0.29) 0.07 (0.26) 0.11 (0.32) 0.22 (0.42) 0.24 (0.43) 0.16 (0.37)


Nonmarital birth 0.18 (0.39) 0.19 (0.40) 0.26 (0.44) 0.05 (0.22) 0.06 (0.23) 0.08 (0.27)


Number of children in


household less than six


0.51 (0.87) 0.48 (0.79) 0.86 (1.19) 0.47 (0.80) 0.49 (0.77) 0.41 (0.74)


Number of children in


household less than 18


1.61 (1.43) 1.51 (1.39) 1.94 (1.76) 1.52 (1.36) 1.42 (1.24) 1.07 (1.10)


Age at Time 1 30.54 (6.59) 31.29 (6.54) 28.77 (6.06) 31.22 (6.76) 31.20 (6.61) 29.39 (6.89)


Education 12.30 (1.84) 12.83 (1.78) 11.91 (2.39) 12.28 (2.24) 13.03 (2.49) 12.89 (2.58)


Spouse’s income at Time 1,


in thousands


5.13 (11.14) 5.87 (13.74) 1.71 (4.99) 17.29 (23.72) 19.62 (37.87) 12.28 (20.47)


Southern residence 0.86 (0.35) 0.22 (0.41) 0.20 (0.41) 0.64 (0.48) 0.21 (0.41) 0.24 (0.43)


Urban residence 0.61 (0.55) 0.92 (0.73) 0.94 (0.77) 0.56 (0.50) 0.78 (0.59) 0.76 (0.57)
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