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Socioeconomic Disparities in the Child Penalty: Evidence from China

JMP, with Yaohui Zhao

Abstract: Understanding socioeconomic disparities in child penalties provides critical insights into
their origins and impacts. Traditional models predict that less-educated mothers are less likely to work
due to their inability to afford market childcare upon returning to the labor market. However, our event-
study analysis reveals that less-educated mothers in China return to work sooner than their higher-
educated peers, driven by strict financial necessity rather than choice. These mothers face a dual bur-
den: they mustwork to support their families but lack affordable childcare options. Compounding these
challenges are institutional constraints, such as limited access to grandparental support and maternity
insurance, pushing less-educated mothers to seek alternative childcare arrangements. Specifically, we
document two coping strategies: shifting to informal jobs that allow them to juggle childcare and send-
ing children away to be cared for by non-cohabiting relatives, both compromising the quality of early

childhood care. Our findings emphasize the need for affordable childcare services, especially for lower-
SEP households.

The Impact of Maternity Leave Extension in China: Fertility Behavior and Labor
Market Consequences

with John Giles and Yaohui Zhao

Abstract: This paper examines the impact of paid maternity leave on women'’s fertility and labor mar-
ket outcomes, leveraging China’s maternity leave extension in 2016 as a quasi-natural experiment. The
results show that a 10-day extension increases the annual birth probability by 4.3 per 1,000 women,
representing a 7.1% rise relative to the pre-reform mean. This effect is largely driven by first births, with
the probability of having a first child increasing by 9.7%, while the likelihood of having a second child
remains statistically insignificant. Furthermore, extended maternity leave also affects the labor mar-
ket, reducing the likelihood of young women entering skilled occupations or state-owned enterprises.
These findings highlight the dual effects of extended maternity leave, illustrating the trade-offs between
boosting fertility and preserving women'’s career opportunities.
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