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The introduction of the birth control pill in the 

1960s marked a turning point in women’s 

economic history. Claudia Goldin’s research 

shows that reliable access to contraception 

reshaped how women planned their futures, 

shifting expectations around education, career 

investment, and family timing. What began as a 

medical innovation soon became an economic 

force, altering the trajectory of women’s 

participation in higher education, professional 

fields, and the broader labor market.

WHO IS GOLDIN?

INTRODUCTION:

Claudia Goldin is a Nobel Prize–winning 

economic historian whose work has transformed 

our understanding of women’s roles in the labor 

market. She has spent decades uncovering how 

education, careers, family decisions, and public 

policy shape women’s economic opportunities 

over time. 

RESEARCH METHODS:
Goldin and her collaborator Lawrence Katz used a mix of historical analysis, legal 

records, and labor-market data to uncover the pill’s impact. They leveraged 

variation across U.S. states in the laws determining when young women could 

legally access contraception, creating a natural experiment. By comparing women 

who gained early access to the pill with similar women who did not, they were able 

to isolate its causal effects on marriage age, college major choice, graduate-school 

enrollment, and long-term career outcomes.

FINDINGS:
Their findings reveal that the pill fundamentally changed women’s economic 

possibilities. Early access allowed women to delay marriage and childbearing, 

reducing the risks associated with long educational programs and opening doors to 

professional careers. As a result, more women pursued degrees in law, medicine, 

business, and other fields historically dominated by men. Over time, this shift 

contributed to the rise of women in professional sectors, increased lifetime earnings, 

and structural changes in the labor market. The pill not only expanded individual 

choice, it reshaped the economic landscape.
Today, researchers continue to build on Goldin’s work 

by examining how reproductive autonomy influences 

economic outcomes worldwide. Current studies 

explore the effects of contraception access on gender 

wage gaps, intergenerational mobility, educational 

attainment, and career persistence. Policymakers and 

economists also draw on this research to understand 

how reproductive rights, healthcare access, and 

family-planning policies shape labor markets. Goldin’s 

work remains a foundation for ongoing inquiries 

into how personal autonomy and economic 

opportunity are deeply intertwined.
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