MORE POWER TO THE PILL: THE IMPACT
OF CONTRACEPTIVE FREEDOM ON WOMEN’S
LIFE CYCLE LABOR SUPPLY*

MARTHA J. BAILEY

The release of Enovid in 1960, the first birth control pill, afforded U. S. women
unprecedented freedom to plan childbearing and their careers. This paper uses
plausibly exogenous variation in state consent laws to evaluate the causal impact
of the pill on the timing of first births and extent and intensity of women’s
labor-force participation. The results suggest that legal access to the pill before
age 21 significantly reduced the likelihood of a first birth before age 22, increased
the number of women in the paid labor force, and raised the number of annual
hours worked.

I. INTRODUCTION

The movement she [Margaret Sanger] started will grow to be, a hundred years
from now, the most influential of all time. When the history of our civilization
is written, it will be a biological history, and Margaret Sanger will be its

heroine.*
—H. G. Wells, 1931

The release of Enovid in 1960, the first birth control pill,
afforded U. S. women unprecedented freedom to plan childbear-
ing and their careers. For college women, Goldin and Katz [2002]
find that access to oral contraception led to a later age at first
marriage and greater representation in nontraditional, profes-
sional occupations. But “the pill” may have had durable and
far-reaching effects on women’s labor market work across levels
of attainment.

Relatively little work in economics, either theoretical or em-
pirical, has explicitly examined the impact of oral contraception
on women’s paid work. Indeed, this line of research may seem
relatively unimportant given the compendium of historical, cross-
country, and scholarly research that suggests that birth control
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1. Margaret Sanger (1879-1966) is known as the founder of the twentieth
century’s birth control movement.
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