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Mean differences in earnings between men and women (conditional on only 
cohort × year dummies) are given in Table 2, arrayed by years since receipt of the 
MBA. The 11 log point gender earnings gap at graduation jumps to 31 log points at 
!ve years out, 40 log points at nine years out and nearly 60 log points at 10 or more 
years out (column 2). The time pro!le of the earnings gap is roughly similar for the 
subset that starts a new job in that year (column 3).

III. Explaining the Gender Gap in Earnings

To understand why female MBAs have lower incomes than male MBAs, we esti-
mate (log) annual earnings equations that pool all individual-year observations; the 
observations include all job stages previously held by the individual. The impact 
of the various factors discussed, including pre-MBA characteristics, MBA courses, 
post-MBA job experience, and non-working spells, on the gender gap in earnings, is 
explored. The estimation in Table 3 is done with and without controlling for weekly 
hours worked. 

The raw gap in mean log earnings between men and women in the pooled sample 
is about 31 log points. The gender earnings gap shrinks slightly to 29 log points 
conditioning only on (cohort × year) dummies (column 1). The inclusion of pre-
MBA characteristics, MBA GPA, and fraction of !nance classes reduces the gender 
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Figure 1. Male and Female Mean, Median, and Ninetieth Percentile Annual Salaries (2006 Dollars) by Years since MBA

Notes: Web Appendix Table A5 contains the data points for a selected group of years since MBA. Nominal earn-
ings in each year are converted into real earnings in 2006 dollars using the Consumer Price Index for All Urban 
Consumers (CPI-U). The vertical axis uses a natural logarithm (ln) scale.
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Gender differences in labor force participation translate into differences in actual 
post-MBA labor-market experience. The fraction of men who had at least one career 
interruption (a period of six months or more without working) is 4 percent a year 
after graduation, and 10 percent by 10 years out. In contrast, the fraction of women 
with at least one post-MBA career interruption is 9 percent a year after graduation, 
32 percent by year 9, and 41 percent 10 to 16 years after graduation. Among all 
women in the sample, just 4 percent had children upon receiving their MBA, but 
more than one-half (56 percent) did nine years out.

Non-work spells are generally brief for both men and women, as indicated by the 
tabulations of cumulative years not working by years since graduation in Table 1. 
The average woman spends 0.28 years out of work by year six, and 0.57 years out 
of work by year nine; for men, the equivalent !gures are 0.07 at year six and 0.10 
at year nine. Ten years or more post-MBA, mean cumulative years not working are 
1.05 for women and just 0.12 for men.

Weekly work hours are high for all MBAs, and highest among the newly minted. 
Men in their !rst year out average 61 hours per week; women average 59 hours, 
despite being less likely to start in investment banking where hours are especially 
long.19 Hours of work decline for male and female MBAs in the years following 
graduation, but far more so for women. Three years after receiving their MBA, 

19 See Renée M. Landers, James B. Rebitzer, and Taylor (1996) on the role of similarly long hours for law 
associates at large US law !rms in the career dynamics of young lawyers.

Table 1—Labor Supply by Gender and Number of Years since MBA Graduation:  
Descriptive Statistics

Number of years since MBA graduation

0 1 3 6 9 ≥ 10

Share not working at all in current year
Female 0.054 0.012 0.027 0.067 0.129 0.166
Male 0.028 0.005 0.003 0.008 0.011 0.010

Share working full time/full-year (52 weeks and > 30 to 40 hours per week)
 Female NA 0.89 0.84 0.78 0.69 0.62

Male NA 0.93 0.94 0.93 0.93 0.92

Cumulative share with any no work spell (until given year)
 Female 0.064 0.088 0.143 0.229 0.319 0.405

Male 0.032 0.040 0.064 0.081 0.095 0.101

Cumulative years not working
Female 0 0.050 0.118 0.282 0.569 1.052
Male 0 0.026 0.045 0.069 0.098 0.120

Mean weekly hours worked for the employed
Female 59.1 58.8 56.2 54.7 51.5 49.3
Male 60.9 60.7 59.5 57.9 57.5 56.7

Share working part time (≤ 30 to 40 hours per week)
 Female 0.04 0.05 0.07 0.09 0.15 0.22

Male 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.04

Share working fewer than 52 weeks
Female NA 0.07 0.07 0.09 0.06 0.06
Male NA 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.03

Note: Individuals who do not work at all in a given year are excluded from those “working part time” and “working 
fewer than 52 weeks” and are included as zeros in the de!nition of “working full time/full year.”

Bertrand, Goldin, Katz 2010 
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completion, 8 log points can be accounted for by adding pre-job characteristics and 
a further 19 log points by adding controls for career interruptions and hours of work.

A formal decomposition of the gender earnings gap at 0 years out and at 10 or 
more years out using the sex differences in means of the explanatory variables and 
the coef!cients from the speci!cation in line 5 of Table 4 shows that the contribu-
tion of MBA performance rises from 4 to 7 log points, of labor market experience 
from 0 to 11 log points, and of weekly hours from 2 to 29 log points over the 
!rst 15 years following MBA completion. These three proximate factors combined 
explain a 41 log point growth in the gender earnings gap (86 percent of the 48 log 
point total growth) from 0 years out to 10 to 16 years post-MBA. It is striking that 
a similar share (around 85 percent) of both the mean level of the gender earnings 
gap across all post-MBA years, and of the growth of the gender gap over the !rst 15 
years post-MBA, can be accounted for by gender differences in MBA performance, 
labor market experience, and weekly hours.

Substantial earnings differences relative to men are apparent even for women 
who have taken no career break through ten years following MBA completion. The 

Table 4—Gender Wage Gap by Years since MBA

Number of years since MBA receipt

0 1 3 6 9 ≥ 10

1. With no  
 controls

− 0.089 − 0.154 − 0.253 − 0.308 − 0.376 − 0.565[0.020]*** [0.025]*** [0.038]*** [0.056]*** [0.079]*** [0.045]***
With controls:

2. Pre-MBA  
 characteristics

− 0.080 − 0.136 − 0.204 − 0.248 − 0.320 − 0.479[0.021]*** [0.026]*** [0.039]*** [0.057]*** [0.084]*** [0.045]***
3. Add MBA 
 performance

− 0.054 − 0.103 − 0.154 − 0.180 − 0.257 − 0.446[0.021]*** [0.025]*** [0.037]*** [0.055]*** [0.082]*** [0.044]***
4. Add labor 
 market exp.

− 0.053 − 0.093 − 0.134 − 0.143 − 0.181 − 0.312[0.021]** [0.025]*** [0.037]*** [0.055]*** [0.082]** [0.044]***
5. Add weekly 
 hours worked 

− 0.036 − 0.073 − 0.073 − 0.079 − 0.047 −  0.098[0.020] [0.023]*** [0.036]** [0.053] [0.078] [0.042]**
6. Add reason for 
 choosing job

− 0.033 − 0.067 − 0.064 − 0.075 − 0.031 − 0.066[0.020] [0.023]*** [0.035] [0.053] [0.079] [0.042]
7. Add job setting 
 characteristics

− 0.025 − 0.060 − 0.064 − 0.080 0.002 − 0.010[0.019] [0.022]*** [0.032]** [0.048] [0.071] [0.037]
Notes: The dependent variable in each equation is log (annual earnings). Each cell corresponds to a different 
regression. The unit of observation is a survey respondent in a given post-MBA year. In the regression without any 
controls, the sample is restricted to those survey respondents with non-missing pre-MBA characteristics. All regres-
sions include (cohort × year) dummies and a female dummy. In each column, the sample is restricted to (individual × year) observations that correspond to the number of years since graduation listed in that column. Each cell gives 
the estimated coef!cient on the female dummy. The controls for Pre-MBA characteristics, Weekly Hours Worked, 
and Reason for Choosing a Job are the same as those described in the notes to Table 3. MBA performance includes 
overall MBA GPA and fraction of !nance classes. Labor market experience includes a quadratic in actual experi-
ence since MBA graduation, a dummy variable for “any no work spell” and dummy variables for weekly hours 
worked. Job setting characteristics include job function dummies and “Employer type” dummies. “Employer type” 
dummies include: Public for-pro!t, < 100 employees; Public for-pro!t, 100–1,000 employees; Public for-pro!t, 
1,000–15,000 employees; Public for-pro!t, > 15,000 employees; Private for-pro!t, < 100 employees; Private for-
pro!t, 101–1,000 employees; Private for-pro!t, 1,000–15,000 employees; Private for-pro!t, > 15,000 employees; 
Not-for-pro!t; Other. Standard errors are in brackets.

*** Signi!cant at the 1 percent level.
 ** Signi!cant at the 5 percent level.

Bertrand, Goldin, Katz 2010 
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Substantial earnings losses for women not men who become parents 
Denmark and Sweden 

Figure 1: Child Penalties in Earnings in Scandinavian Countries
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Notes: The figure shows percentage effects of parenthood on earnings across event time t for each gender g, i.e. P g
t

defined above. The figure also displays long-run child penalties, defined as the average penalty Pt from event time
5 to 10. Earnings are unconditional on employment status and the effects therefore include both the extensive and
intensive margins.

Figure 2: Child Penalties in Earnings in English-Speaking Countries
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Notes: See the notes to Figure 1.
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Kleven et al. 2019 
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Substantial earnings losses for women not men who become parents 
Austria and Germany 

Figure 3: Child Penalties in Earnings in German-Speaking Countries
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Notes: See the notes to Figure 1.

4 Child Penalties: Explanations

One set of explanations for the differences in child penalties focus on government policies. These

include taxes, transfers, and family policies such as parental leave and child care provision that

directly affect mothers’ incentive to work. There is a voluminous literature on the impact of such

policies on female labor supply and gender gaps (see Olivetti & Petrongolo 2017 for a review). Of

particular relevance, Kleven et al. (2019) consider the impacts of parental leave and public child

care on the dynamics of child penalties. Their setting is Austria, a country where the combination

of rich administrative data and a series of parental leave reforms and child care expansions allow

for compelling quasi-experimental analyses of these questions.

They find that, in the long run, parental leave and child care policies have little or no effect on

child penalties. They do find short-run effects of parental leave, however. Increasing the duration

of paid and job-protected leave implies larger short-run child penalties in both earnings and em-

ployment. This suggests that some of the cross-country variation in short-run child penalties may

be explained by variation in parental leave schemes, especially considering that the duration and

effects of subsequent children and therefore depend on total fertility. However, differential fertility is unlikely to
drive the variation in child penalties across countries. For example, the German-speaking countries exhibit the largest
penalties despite being characterized by the lowest realized fertility at event time 10. See Table A.I in the online
appendix for descriptive statistics in each country.

5
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Substantial earnings losses for women not men who become parents 
United States and United Kingdom 

Figure 1: Child Penalties in Earnings in Scandinavian Countries
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Notes: The figure shows percentage effects of parenthood on earnings across event time t for each gender g, i.e. P g
t

defined above. The figure also displays long-run child penalties, defined as the average penalty Pt from event time
5 to 10. Earnings are unconditional on employment status and the effects therefore include both the extensive and
intensive margins.

Figure 2: Child Penalties in Earnings in English-Speaking Countries
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Earnings penalties larger in countries with more traditional attitudes 
Evidence from the International Social Survey Program 

Figure 4: Estimated Child Penalties vs Elicited Gender Norms
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Notes: The figure plots our estimated long-run child penalties in earnings against elicited gender norms from the
International Social Survey Program (ISSP). We focus on responses to an ISSP question of whether women with
children under school age or in school should work outside the home (full-time or part-time) or stay at home. The
figure plots child penalties against the fraction of respondents who agree that women should stay at home.

generosity of these schemes vary greatly across countries. For example, the larger short-run child

penalty in Sweden relative to Denmark may be related to the longer and more generous parental

leave offered in Sweden. Moreover, the small dip in the earnings of Swedish fathers following

child birth could be explained by the presence of earmarked paternity leave in Sweden, as op-

posed to maternity leave or generic parental leave. In any case, despite these short-run effects, the

main take-away from Kleven et al. (2019) is that child penalties are not driven primarily by public

policies.

If policies cannot explain the large differences in long-run child penalties across countries, then

what is the explanation? A natural candidate revolves around gender norms and culture, but it is

hard to provide conclusive evidence on the importance of such mechanisms (see Bertrand 2011 for

a review and Steinhauer 2018 for a recent application). In their study of Denmark, Kleven et al.

(2018) show that child penalties are transmitted through generations, from parents to daughters (but

not sons). That is, girls growing up in families with a more traditional division of labor between

the parents incur larger child penalties when they themselves become mothers. These findings are

consistent with an influence of the family environment in the formation of women’s preferences

6
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‘Acting Wife’: Marriage Market 

Incentives and Labor Market 

Investments 

Bursztyn, Fujiwara, and Pallais 2017 



− May pose a dilemma for women in business school MBA programs
□ Students in MBA programs are ambitious, high-achieving, career-focused
□ Most are also single

− Question of Bursztyn, Fujiwara, Pallais 2017 paper
□ Are MBA women penalized in the dating market for their ambition?
□ If so, do they partially conceal their ambition?

Motivation 

− Overwhelming evidence 

□ High-achieving women pay a career price on average for having a family 

□ (Note: this doesn’t mean that they are/aren’t less happy) 
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Idea of paper 

− Test whether single women shade their ambitions publicly to avoid social penalties 

− Three parts to the study 

1. Survey MBA women to ask whether they perceive a confict between 

professional goals and public image 

2. Ask questions about career goals, randomly varying whether this information 

will be anonymous or visible to classmates 
3. Ask questions about career goals in study groups, randomly varying whether 

the gender composition of study group 
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First-year MBA cohort given short anonymous survey on work experience 

3295BURSZTYN ET AL.: ACTING WIFEVOL. 107 NO. 11

married and unmarried students, while in the experimental and survey data, we com-
pare single students and students in serious relationships, including engagements, 
cohabitations, and marriages. To distinguish this from the comparison of married 
and unmarried students, we refer to these students as “single” and “non-single.”

The second and third columns of Table 1 show descriptive statistics separately 
for married and unmarried women. Married women are about two years older on 
average than unmarried women and have more work experience. They are less likely 
to be US citizens and are more likely to be from Asia or South America. However, 
their GMAT scores are similar to those of unmarried women. Married men are also 
older (2.5 years on average), less likely to be US citizens, and more likely to be from 
Asia or South America than unmarried men (online Appendix Table 1). Married and 
unmarried men also have similar GMAT scores.

Table 1 shows that single and non-single women look much more similar than 
married and unmarried women. Non-single women are neither signi!cantly older nor 
do they have signi!cantly more work experience. Single women are less likely to be 
US citizens, although the difference is not statistically signi!cant (online Appendix 
Table 1 shows the signi!cance of these differences.) Again, there is little difference in 
the GMAT scores between single and non-single women. In the supplementary exper-
iment, we only analyze data from women who reported being single in the primary 
experiment. We discuss the descriptive statistics of this sample in Section IID.

B. Survey on Past Behaviors

In October 2016, the !rst-year MBA cohort was asked to answer a short anon-
ymous survey on its prior work experience.12 The survey, presented in online 
Appendix Figure 1, was conducted during a required class (economics). It was 
intended as motivational evidence to assess (i) how often single women avoid 
actions bene!cial to their careers to avoid appearing too ambitious or assertive and 
(ii) whether single women avoid these actions more than other groups, in particular 
non-single women. Speci!cally, it asked:

In the last two years, are there behaviors or activities at your work that 
could have helped you professionally that you didn’t undertake because 
you might have looked too ambitious, assertive, or pushy?

We asked students who responded af!rmatively to mark any of four behaviors 
they did not undertake for that reason: (i) speaking up at meetings, (ii) offering to 
make a presentation or sales pitch, (iii) asking for a leadership role in a team or task 
force, and (iv) taking initiative in negotiating a raise or asking for a promotion. We 
also left space for students to write in other activities that they avoided, but no one 
did. Almost all (98 percent) of the students reporting avoiding some activity marked 
one of the four listed. We also asked students’ age, gender, and relationship status.

While this survey was not intended to provide causal evidence that single women 
adjust their behavior because of marriage market concerns, the results displayed in 
Table 2 are striking. Relative to the other groups and across all options  provided, 

12 Admissions data show that 96 percent of students in the 2016 cohort had at least two years of prior work 
experience. 
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Survey of past behaviors 3296 THE AMERICAN ECONOMIC REVIEW NOVEMBER 2017

single women were more likely to report having avoided these workplace behav-
iors, by amounts that are both economically and statistically signi!cant. For exam-
ple, 64 percent of single women did not take initiative in asking for a raise or a 
promotion because they were worried about looking too ambitious, relative to 
39 percent of non-single women (the p-value of the difference is 0.030), 30 per-
cent of non-single men, and 25 percent of single men (the p-value of the differ-
ence between single women and all other groups is below 0.001). Fifty-two percent 
of single women avoided speaking up at meetings for the same reason, relative to 
33 percent of non-single women (the p-value of the difference is 0.095), 29 per-
cent of non-single men, and 28 percent of single men (the p-value of the difference 
between single women and all other groups is 0.002). Moreover, 40 percent of sin-
gle women avoided asking for a leadership role, and one-quarter refrained from 
offering to make a presentation or a sales pitch, despite the fact that they thought 
these activities could help them in their careers. Almost three-quarters of single 
women (73 percent) reported avoiding activities that they thought would help them 
professionally because they were concerned about how the activities would make 
them look. Adding up the number of these actions that each group avoided in the 
past generates a similar picture: the average number of avoided actions was 1.81 for 
single women, 1.12 for non-single women ( p-value of the difference is 0.013), 0.94 
for single men, and 0.90 for non-single men (the p-value of the difference between 
single women and all other groups is below 0.001). Overall, women’s relationship 
status is predictive of avoiding these behaviors. Across all four actions, non-single 
women look more similar to men than to single women; the largest differences are 
between single and non-single women.13

13 As described in the registration of the survey (AEARCTR-0001686), the differences we observe between sin-
gle and non-single women may actually underestimate the behavior differences between these two groups. Many of 
the currently single women may have been in relationships within the two-year window, and vice versa. Moreover, 
non-single women may be in relationships speci!cally because they avoided these seemingly ambitious behaviors. 

Table 2—Avoidance of Workplace Behaviors by Gender and Relationship Status (Survey Data)
Taking 

initiative in 
negotiating
a wage raise 
or promotion

Asking for 
a leadership 

role in a 
team or task 

force

Offering 
to make a 

presentation 
or sales pitch

Speaking 
up at 

meetings
Any 

behavior Observations

Single women 63.5 40.4 25.0 51.9 73.1  52
Non-single women 39.4 24.2 15.2 33.3 60.6  33
Single men 25.3 23.0 18.4 27.6 43.7  87
Non-single men 30.3 23.6 6.7 29.2 50.6  89

p-values of differences
Single versus non-single women 0.030 0.129 0.284 0.095 0.234  85
Single women versus others 0.000 0.014 0.031 0.002 0.002 261

Notes: Data are from a survey administered to !rst-year MBA students in the fall of 2016. Each number in the !rst 
four rows of data is the percentage of the group indicated by the row that avoided the action indicated by the col-
umn in their previous two years of work, despite the fact that they believed it could help their careers because they 
were concerned about appearing too ambitious, assertive, or pushy. Non-single refers to respondents in a serious 
relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married. 
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Intriguing correlations: Comparing in-class versus written performance 

3298 THE AMERICAN ECONOMIC REVIEW NOVEMBER 2017

( insigni!cantly) positive. Panel C of Figure 1 shows that unmarried women have 
lower class participation grades than married women for each of the seven cohorts in 
our data, whereas there is no clear pattern for married and unmarried men (panel D).

While married and unmarried women do have different observable characteris-
tics, these characteristics do not drive the difference in their participation grades. 
Table 3 shows that the difference in participation grades is almost identical and 
there is still no difference in the nonobservable parts of the grade when controlling 
for other covariates observed at admission: age, GMAT score, number of years of 
work experience, US citizenship, and section (class) !xed effects.16 The difference 

16 Unmarried women tend to be younger than married women and younger women have (insigni!cantly) lower 
participation grades. Yet unmarried women are more likely to be US citizens, who have higher participation grades. 
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Notes: Participation is the participation grade assigned by the instructor. Exams and Problem Sets is a weighted aver-
age of grades on the midterm exam, the !nal exam, and problem sets, where the weights are the ones used by instruc-
tors in calculating the !nal grade. Both measures are out of 100. Whiskers show the 95 percent con!dence interval 
calculated from a regression of the outcome on an indicator for being unmarried using robust standard errors.
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( insigni!cantly) positive. Panel C of Figure 1 shows that unmarried women have 
lower class participation grades than married women for each of the seven cohorts in 
our data, whereas there is no clear pattern for married and unmarried men (panel D).

While married and unmarried women do have different observable characteris-
tics, these characteristics do not drive the difference in their participation grades. 
Table 3 shows that the difference in participation grades is almost identical and 
there is still no difference in the nonobservable parts of the grade when controlling 
for other covariates observed at admission: age, GMAT score, number of years of 
work experience, US citizenship, and section (class) !xed effects.16 The difference 

16 Unmarried women tend to be younger than married women and younger women have (insigni!cantly) lower 
participation grades. Yet unmarried women are more likely to be US citizens, who have higher participation grades. 
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Figure 1 (continued)
Notes: Each dot plots the average non-participation grade (x-axis) and participation grade (y-axis) for either the 
married or unmarried men in a cohort. Dashed lines connect the points for married and unmarried men in the same 
cohort. Cohort years re&ect the year the cohort entered the MBA program (e.g., “15” indicates the cohort entered 
the program in 2015).

3299BURSZTYN ET AL.: ACTING WIFEVOL. 107 NO. 11

10

11

1213

14

15

16

65

70

75

80

85

90

A
ve

ra
ge

 p
ar

tic
ip

at
io

n 
gr

ad
e

65 70 75 80 85 90

Average exams and problem sets grade

Panel C. Women's grades by cohort

10

11 12
13

14
15

16

65

70

75

80

85

90

A
ve

ra
ge

 p
ar

tic
ip

at
io

n 
gr

ad
e

65 70 75 80 85 90

Average exams and problem sets grade

 Married  Unmarried

 Married  Unmarried

Panel D. Men's grades by cohort

Figure 1 (continued)
Notes: Each dot plots the average non-participation grade (x-axis) and participation grade (y-axis) for either the 
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cohort. Cohort years re&ect the year the cohort entered the MBA program (e.g., “15” indicates the cohort entered 
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of a subset of instructors cannot drive the results. The difference in female partici-
pation grades by marital status is equally present under male and female professors.

II. Experimental Evidence

A. Primary Experiment Design

The primary experiment took place on the !rst day of the MBA program during a 
45-minute session the career center hosted for the entire incoming class to discuss its 
role in student placement. The session is part of a for-credit course with mandatory 
attendance. The instructor asked students to !ll out an introductory questionnaire that 
would be used to help with summer internship placement. Summer internships are a 
key stepping stone to landing a permanent position. Roughly 50 percent of students 
in the program’s last graduating cohort received a post-graduation job offer from 
their internship company, and over two-thirds of these students accepted it. Because 
summer internships are so important for ultimate placement, MBA programs spend 
substantial time and resources preparing students for internship interviews.

Two versions of the introductory questionnaire were distributed: a public and a 
private version which were identical aside from one word in the instructions. Both 
versions said that students’ career advisor would see their answers and that employ-
ers would not. However, the public version told students that “your” answers will 
be discussed in the career class, while the private version told students that “ano-
nymized” answers will be discussed. Speci!cally, the instructions read:

The information on this survey will help the career of!ce get to know you 
and help it !nd the right !t for your !rst-year internship. This information 
will not be shared with employers, so please express your true preferences, 
not just what you think employers want to hear. This information will be 
shared with your career advisor and [your/anonymized] answers will be 
discussed during the [name of the career class].

In practice, only deidenti!ed survey answers were discussed in class, which is 
consistent with both set of instructions. This is a subtle treatment: to the extent that 
some students did not read the instructions carefully or some students in the public 
treatment assumed that they could opt out of discussing their responses, our results 
provide a lower bound estimates of the true impact of making responses public.

An equal number of public and private questionnaires were randomly sorted into 
a pile that was passed out in class.17 Students received their questionnaire with 
a cover page, so when they were passing the questionnaires, they would neither 
have seen their classmates’ answers (consistent with answer privacy in the private 
treatment), nor would they have noticed the slight difference in instruction word-
ing between the versions. To our knowledge, no one noticed the difference in the 
questionnaires.

17 The randomization was strati!ed as follows. Let  n  index the questionnaire’s place in the pile. For any odd  n,  
questionnaire  n  and  n + 1  were never of the same version. Questionnaire  n  had equal likelihood of being the public 
or private version. 
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Desired compensation 
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In the private treatment, single women and women in a relationship report similar 
desired compensation ($131,000 and $135,000, respectively, Figure 2).26 Students 
aiming for higher-paying industries report desiring higher salaries. Even in the pri-
vate treatment, men report higher desired compensation than do women ($147,000 
and $141,000 for single men and men in a relationship, respectively). This is not 
driven by industry preferences; men report higher desired compensation that women 
conditional on the industries they report wanting to work in.

Single women dramatically decrease their reported desired compensation—by 
$18,000 per year or 14 percent—when they think their classmates will see their 
responses. This difference is signi!cant using both robust standard errors ( p-value: 
0.030) and a permutation test ( p-value: 0.029). As in the grade analysis, the effect 
shows up throughout the distribution. While 16 percent of single women in the pri-
vate treatment report desired compensation above $150,000, only 3 percent of single 
women in the public treatment do. Meanwhile, while 10 percent of women in the pri-
vate treatment report desired compensation below $100,000, 21 percent of women in 
public do (online Appendix Figure 8). In contrast, non-single women and single and 
non-single men’s reported desired compensation does not change with the treatment.

Single women also report being willing to travel signi!cantly less in the public 
treatment. In the private treatment, they report being willing to travel an average 
of 14 days per month. However, this decreases to seven in the public treatment 

26 For all questions where students chose a range—desired compensation, hours of work, and days of travel—
we code answers as the midpoint of the chosen range. As suggested by the distribution of responses presented in 
online Appendix Figures 8–14, our results are robust to coding responses as the maximum or minimum of the 
chosen range and to different codings of the endpoint ranges. 
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Figure 2. Desired Compensation (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students were asked their desired compensation in their !rst year after graduation, including base pay, per-
formance pay, and equity, but excluding signing bonus. Desired compensation is coded as the midpoint of the 
chosen range, except for “under $75,000” (coded as $62,500) and “above $250,000” (coded as $262,500). Some 
respondents chose two or more consecutive answers. Their responses are coded as the midpoint of the full range 
chosen. Whiskers show the 95 percent con!dence interval calculated from regressions of desired compensation on 
an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust standard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious 
relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Desired travel days per month 
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(Figure 3). This effect is signi!cant at the 1 percent level using both the robust stan-
dard errors ( p-value: 0.005) or a permutation test ( p-value: 0.006). In the private 
treatment, 32 percent say they would rather not travel or are only willing to travel 
a few days a month. The public treatment does not increase this fraction. However, 
in the private treatment, 32 percent of single women report being willing to travel 
as much as necessary. No single women reported that in the public treatment. 
According to the career center, students should not be placed in consulting jobs 
unless they are willing to travel at least four days per week for extended periods of 
time. While 39 percent of single women in the private treatment reported they were 
willing to travel that much, only 14 percent of single women in the public treatment 
did. As above, the treatment did not signi!cantly affect the reported preferences 
of non-single women (for which the effect is close to zero) or single or non-single 
men (who both report more willingness to travel in public, although the effect is not 
statistically signi!cant).

In the private treatment, all four groups reported being willing to work between 
51 and 53 hours per week on average (Figure 4). In the public treatment, single 
women reported wanting to work four fewer hours.27 Very few (2 percent) reported 
wanting to work 40 hours or fewer per week. The disparities in the public and pri-
vate treatments come at higher hours of work. For example, while 52 percent of 
single women are willing to work more than 50 hours per week in the private treat-
ment, only 29 percent are willing to do so in the public treatment (online Appendix 
Figure 10).28 However, less consistent with our hypothesis, non-single women and 

27 The p-value of this difference for single women is 0.071 (robust standard errors) or 0.091 (permutation test). 
28 Bertrand, Goldin, and Katz (2010) !nd that in only 1 of 27 job categories (management) did Chicago Booth 

MBA graduates work fewer than 50 hours per week on average. The two industries with the longest hours are 
investment banking (74 hours per week) and consulting (61 hours per week). 
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Figure 3. Days per Month Willing to Travel (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students were asked how often they are willing to travel for work. Willingness to travel is coded as the mid-
point of the chosen range, except for “rather not travel” (coded as 0) and “as much as necessary” (coded as 30). 
Whiskers show the 95 percent con!dence interval calculated from regressions of the number of days per month the 
respondent was willing to travel on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust standard errors. Non-
single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Desired hours per week 
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non-single men both reported different desired weekly hours in the public treat-
ment: non-single women reported a willingness to work four fewer hours, while 
 non-single men reported a willingness to work three more hours.

Figures 5 and 6 show self-reported tendency to lead and professional ambition, 
reported on a 1-to-5 scale. When they think their classmates will see their responses, 
single women rate themselves substantially lower on both metrics.29 No single 
woman in the public treatment rated herself as a 5 (the top rating) in either question. 
However, in the private treatment, 16 percent and 42 percent of single women rated 
themselves as a 5 on leadership and professional ambition, respectively (online 
Appendix Figures 11 and 12). Single women’s self-reports in the private treatment 
were similar to those of non-single women, single men, and non-single men, none 
of whose self-reports were affected by the treatment.

Figure 7 shows that, somewhat surprisingly, single women rated their comfort in 
competitive environments similarly in the public and private treatments. (All other 
groups did as well.) While this question was intended to measure individuals’ own 
competitiveness, as discussed above, it may be that individuals did not interpret it 
this way. Our focus group indicated many men prefer women who are comfortable 
in a range of environments. Thus, this result may be consistent with single women 
changing their responses in public to look less appealing to the labor market only 
when this can improve their marriage market prospects.

We also asked students to rate their writing skills, skills which we do not expect 
to be penalized in the marriage market. This was explicitly designed as a placebo 

29 The permutation p-values of the effects for single women are 0.055 for tendency to lead and below 0.001 for 
professional ambition. 
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Figure 4. Desired Weekly Hours of Work (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students were asked how many hours per week they are willing to work on a regular basis. Desired hours of 
work is coded as the midpoint of the chosen range, except for “over 80” (coded as 85.5, which would be the mid-
point of an 81 to 90 hour range, since ranges are 41–50 hours, 51–60 hours, etc.). Some respondents chose two or 
more consecutive answers. Their responses are coded as the midpoint of the full range chosen. Whiskers show the 
95 percent con-dence interval calculated from regressions of the number of hours the respondent was willing to 
work on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust standard errors. Non-single respondents are in a 
serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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“You tend to lead in your day-to-day interactions” 
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to test whether single women rate themselves more poorly on all dimensions in 
public or only those that may harm them in the marriage market. All four groups 
rated themselves highly in private: about 70 percent rated themselves as a 4 or a 
5. However, neither single women nor any other group signi!cantly changed their 
answers in the public treatment (Figure 8 and online Appendix Figure 14).
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Figure 5. Tendency to Lead (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You tend to lead in your day-to-day interactions” on a 
1–5 scale, where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 95 percent con!dence interval 
calculated from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust stan-
dard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Figure 6. Professional Ambition (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You are more professionally ambitious than your most recent 
work colleagues” on a 1-to-5 scale, where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 
95 percent con!dence interval calculated from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the 
public treatment using robust standard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, 
engaged, or married.
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to test whether single women rate themselves more poorly on all dimensions in 
public or only those that may harm them in the marriage market. All four groups 
rated themselves highly in private: about 70 percent rated themselves as a 4 or a 
5. However, neither single women nor any other group signi!cantly changed their 
answers in the public treatment (Figure 8 and online Appendix Figure 14).
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Figure 5. Tendency to Lead (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You tend to lead in your day-to-day interactions” on a 
1–5 scale, where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 95 percent con!dence interval 
calculated from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust stan-
dard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Figure 6. Professional Ambition (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You are more professionally ambitious than your most recent 
work colleagues” on a 1-to-5 scale, where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 
95 percent con!dence interval calculated from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the 
public treatment using robust standard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, 
engaged, or married.
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“You feel very comfortable in competitive environments” 
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Finally, we assess how much peer observability contributes to the gender gap in 
responses. Online Appendix Table 5 shows the results of regressing outcomes on a 
female dummy separately in the public and private treatments. In the private treat-
ment, men and women behave similarly. Men desire approximately $11,000 more 
in annual compensation, but have similar willingness to travel and work long hours. 
In fact, despite the fact that female MBAs work fewer hours after leaving school 
(Bertrand, Goldin, and Katz 2010), in the private treatment, women report being 
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Figure 7. Comfort in Competitive Environments (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You feel very comfortable in competitive environments” on a 
1-to-5 scale, where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 95 percent con.dence inter-
val calculated from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust 
standard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Figure 8. Writing Ability (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You have above-average writing skills” on a 1-to-5 scale, 
where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 95 percent con.dence interval calculated 
from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust standard errors. 
Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.

21/26 



“You have above-average writing skills” 

3311BURSZTYN ET AL.: ACTING WIFEVOL. 107 NO. 11

Finally, we assess how much peer observability contributes to the gender gap in 
responses. Online Appendix Table 5 shows the results of regressing outcomes on a 
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Figure 7. Comfort in Competitive Environments (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You feel very comfortable in competitive environments” on a 
1-to-5 scale, where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 95 percent con.dence inter-
val calculated from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust 
standard errors. Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Figure 8. Writing Ability (Primary Experiment)
Notes: Students rated agreement with the statement “You have above-average writing skills” on a 1-to-5 scale, 
where 1 is Strongly Disagree and 5 is Strongly Agree. Whiskers show the 95 percent con.dence interval calculated 
from regressions of students’ answers on an indicator for being in the public treatment using robust standard errors. 
Non-single respondents are in a serious relationship, cohabiting, engaged, or married.
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Benefcence 

Students’ preferences heavily afect what jobs the career center views as good 

fts for them. For example, the director of the career center told us that if 
students reported desiring less travel, they would be steered away from consulting 

(which commonly requires traveling four or more days per week), and if students 
reported not wanting to work long hours, they should not be placed in investment 
banking. 

However, after the questionnaire was administered, the career center 
decided not to use the questionnaire in placement since the large efects 

of the public treatment would have harmed single women. 
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Students were placed into small groups of six or seven for other class activities, 
a common practice in the course. They were asked to complete the questionnaire 
before they started the day’s group work and were told to move onto the rest of the 
group work when !nished. Speci!cally, the instructions read:

Please !ll out the following questionnaire. There are no right or wrong 
answers. Once you have !nished the questionnaire, continue onto the rest 
of the group work. If there is time at the end of class, the instructor will 
circulate and discuss your answers with your small group. The forms will 
be collected at the end of class.

Thus, students thought their answers would be seen by the career counselor and 
potentially by the rest of their small group. While students likely believed that this 
questionnaire did not have as high stakes as the primary experiment questionnaire, 
they still had reason to believe the career center was interested in their answers and 
thus, their answers could affect their placement.21

The key manipulation was that we randomized the gender composition of the 
small groups. Approximately one-half of single women were placed into all-female 
groups and the remainder were placed with all male group-mates. Thus, some single 
women thought that their answers could be shared with other women, while the 
remainder thought their answers could be shared with men.

Due to limited power and the !nding from the primary experiment that only sin-
gle women’s answers are affected by peer observability, we focus on the effect of 
peer gender on single women’s responses. To form enough all-female groups so that 
one-half of single women could be in them and to maximize the number of separate 
all-female groups single women were in, all non-single women were placed into 
all-female groups. Some men were in groups with one single woman, while the 
remainder formed all-male groups. Since there is no variation in gender group com-
position for non-single women and very little for men (all are in predominantly male 
groups), we only report the effect of group gender composition on single women. 
The other three groups’ average choices are presented in an online Appendix !gure. 
Men were allocated to their groups at random, without reference to their relationship 
status.22 While the groups were randomized within section, students’ allocation to 
sections was determined in part by their schedule and !eld of interest.23 Thus, we 
control for section !xed effects throughout.

C. Primary Experiment Results

Because the primary experiment was conducted on the !rst day of the program, 
virtually the whole class (98 percent) participated. Throughout the analysis, we 
compare single students to non-single students: those who are in a serious relation-
ship, cohabiting, engaged, or married. This provides more precision than categoriz-
ing students by their marital status alone since students in serious relationships are 

21 Students’ responses were not actually used in placement, given the large effects of group-mates’ gender. 
22 These decisions were preregistered in AEARCTR-0001774. 
23 These factors do not affect students’ allocation to the economics sections analyzed in Section IIC. 
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willing to work (an insigni!cant) 0.9 hours per week more than do men. However, 
gender gaps emerge in the public treatment. In the public treatment, women report 
being willing to travel seven fewer days per month and work !ve fewer hours per 
week. The gap in desired compensation increases by about 50 percent as well.

While we are reluctant to extrapolate the results of these regressions to gender 
gaps in other contexts, this analysis suggests that the trade-off between maximizing 
labor market and marriage market success has the potential to explain at least a part 
of existing gender gaps.

D. Supplementary Experiment Results

The supplementary experiment was designed to assess whether single women 
would portray themselves less favorably to the labor market in front of male over 
female peers. Only students who came to the last session of the career class partici-
pated. The two-thirds of single women who participated look similar to the remain-
der who did not (online Appendix Table 6). The randomization is also balanced: the 
characteristics of single women with male and female peers are similar, conditional 
on section !xed effects (online Appendix Table 7). Intended treatment was unknown 
to students before the experiment and does not predict participation.

Figure 9 shows the key results. The Female Peers bars contain the fraction of 
single women in all-female groups who chose the indicated job. Because treat-
ment was only random within section, the Male Peers bars are calculated through 
 regressions. First, we determine the effect of being with male (relative to female) 
peers from regressions with section !xed effects. Then, we add this treatment effect 
to the Female Peers mean. Standard errors are clustered at the group level. Online 
Appendix Figure 15 displays the choices of non-single women and the men.
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Figure 9. Group Gender Composition and Reported Job Preferences (Supplementary Experiment, Single Women Only)
Notes: Each set of bars represents the fraction of single women who reported a preference for (i) a job with a higher 
salary over a job with shorter work hours, (ii) a job with better promotion opportunities over a job with less travel, 
or (iii) a job with a social impact over a job with more interactions with coworkers. The “Female Peers” bars show 
the mean for single women in all-female groups. The “Male Peers” bars are constructed by adding the treatment 
effect of having male peers from a regression with section !xed effects to the female peer mean. Standard errors are 
clustered at the group level. Only single women are included. Whiskers show the 95 percent con!dence interval.

25/26 



Conclusion: Private information in major markets 

− Asymmetric information is ubiquitous in markets for goods, services, and ‘non-priced’ 
transactions (e.g., marriage) 

− These informational imperfections can create havoc 

□ Financial crises 

□ Distorted academic performance among women/men 

□ Insurance market failures 

□ Missing markets (e.g., earnings insurance, academic performance insurance, marital bliss 

futures) 
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