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The timing of mothers’ employment after childbirth

Wen-Jui Han, Christopher J. Ruhm, Jane Waldfogel, and Elizabeth Washbrook

One of the most striking changes in American society in recent decades has been the
dramatic rise in the labor force participation of women with children and, in particular,
mothers of infants. In 1968, for instance, just 21 percent of women with a child under the
age of one were in the labor force.* By 1986, this figure exceeded 50 percent and, although
the increase has slowed since that time and appears to have stabilized since 2000, over half
of mothers of infants have participated in the labor force in every year since.> There are
important distinctions, however, between labor force participation, employment, and
actually being at work. Current data indicate that a majority of mothers of infants are both in
the labor force and at work by the end of the first year post-birth (see Figure 1 below).6
Thus, a mother working in the first year of life has become normative in the U.S., in sharp
contrast to the situation in the 1960s.

Yet, the statistic that over half of mothers are at work within the first year after their child’s
birth masks considerable variation in the timing of post-birth employment. This article
focuses on that variation. In particular, we examine how mothers’ employment post-birth
varies by their race/ethnicity, family structure, education level, age, and prior birth history.
We also consider how mothers’ employment varies by their previous attachment to the labor
force, specifically, whether they were employed immediately prior to the birth.

We address these questions using data from a new national birth cohort — the Early Child
Longitudinal Study — Birth Cohort (ECLS-B). The ECLS-B used Vital Statistics records to
select a sample of over 10 000 children born in 2001. The sample is designed to be
representative of all US births in that calendar year, and also includes oversamples of Asian
and Pacific Islander children, American Indian and Alaska Native children, Chinese
children, twins, and low and very low birth weight children.

Baseline parent interviews and child assessments were done when the child was
approximately nine months old (there are also interviews at 24 months, pre-school entry, and
kindergarten, which we do not use here). The nine-month (baseline) ECLS-B interview
consists of a computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) administered to the parent
respondent (the biological mother in 99% of the cases), as well as direct assessments of the
child’s development, caregiver-child interaction patterns, a self-administered questionnaire
for the resident father or male guardian, as well as the non-resident father if permission was
granted by the mother and he was located.!

The nine-month personal interview provides rich information on current maternal and
paternal employment characteristics, including hours of work, earnings, occupation, and
employer benefits (for those in work only). However, information on employment in the
immediate pre- and post-birth periods is more limited. Mothers were asked if they had
worked at all in the 12 months prior to the birth and, if so, for how many months they had
worked and their usual weekly hours of work in that job. With regard to the post-birth
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period, mothers were asked about the number of weeks of paid and unpaid leave they had
taken, and about the age of the child in months when they first began to work.

We focus on the latter of these two sources of post-birth employment information in this
article for several reasons. Firstly, the maternity leave data is only relevant for women who
were employed at the time of the birth. Yet of those mothers who had begun work by 9
months (59% of all mothers), 11% had not worked at all in the year prior to the birth, and a
further 14% had separated from their employer prior to the birth. Even amongst mothers
who were employed at the time of the birth, length of maternity leave may not coincide with
length of time away from work because some mothers may quit their jobs after taking
official leave (information on the identity of the employer is not available). Data on
theactual dates at which mothers start work are therefore defined for the entire sample, and
not just those who returned to work with their pre-birth employer. Our aim here is to
compare the time spent at home with a newborn for a nationally representative group of
mothers, and hence we make no distinction between mothers who are employed but on
leave, and those who are not currently employed.

The aim of this article is to describethe variation in the timing of mothers’ employment post-
birth as a function of several key characteristics identified as important by theory and prior
research?. We also estimate multivariate models to shed light on which of these are most
influential. Table 1 shows the composition of the sample in terms of these selected
demographic characteristics®.

A number of potentially interesting characteristics are excluded from the analysis. Firstly,
we are unable to address the role of factors such as employer characteristics and household
income. The nature of these factors prior to the pregnancy may be an important influence on
family decisions, but they are not observed in our data. Although information of this kind is
available at nine months, these data suffer from the problem that employment information is
missing for those who have not started work, and also that they reflect the outcomes of the
decisions in which we are interested, rather than the influences upon those decisions. For
example, since maternal occupation is only defined for those in work at nine months, we
cannot compare the employed and non-employed proportions for a given occupation.
Further, mothers may change or downgrade occupations following a birth, a decision made
jointly with when and how much to work.

We have also restricted our focus to maternal characteristics, despite the fact that rich
information is available on the current employment and personal characteristics of resident
fathers at nine months. This is because maternal and paternal characteristics are often
strongly positively related within families, and so the inclusion of both in analysis can be
confusing to interpretation. Paternal employment decisions are likely to be made jointly with
those of the mother, and so are subject to the problem described above of being outcomes
rather than influences in the data recorded at nine months. And since one-fifth of the
children born in this cohort have no resident father, a focus on maternal characteristics alone
allows us to make comparative statements that apply to the entire population, rather than to a
subset.

We address these questions using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey —Birth
Cohort (ECLS-B), a new nationally representative sample of over 10,000 U.S. children born
in 2001.4 The ECLS-B gathered information on child and family characteristics from parents
approximately nine months after the child’s birth (see descriptive statistics in Appendix
Table A.1), as well as information on whether the mother had worked since the birth and, if
so, when she first went to work. This article describes the variation in the timing of mothers’
employment post-birth as a function of several key characteristics identified as important by
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theory and prior research.> We also estimate multivariate models to shed light on which of
these are most influential.

The timing of mothers’ employment

Figure 1 shows the proportion of mothers at work over the first nine months post-birth.
Although relatively few mothers (only 7 percent) are working one month after the birth, 26
percent do so after two months and 41 percent by three months. A decreasing proportion of
women return in subsequent months but by nine months post-birth, just under 60 percent of
all mothers are working.

We next examine how the timing of the return to work varies across different groups of
mothers. Figure 2 displays the results for subsamples stratified by race/ethnicity. Although
employment timing is similar across groups in the first two months, gaps open by the third
month and widen thereafter. Black and white mothers have the highest employment rates at
nine months, 65 and 61 percent, compared to around 50 percent of Hispanic and Asian
women. (Detailed data are provided in Appendix Table A2). The high (low) employment
rates of black and white (Hispanic and Asian) mothers are consistent with racial/ethnic
differences in employment for women as a whole.® Such disparities may reflect cultural
norms and attitudes, or differences in other characteristics that are correlated with race/
ethnicity. We will explore the role of the latter in our multivariate analysis below.

A second key characteristic is family structure. Single mothers may feel more financial
pressure to work than their married counterparts, since they cannot rely on a husband’s
earnings. Women cohabiting with a partner may also have more incentive to work, if they
are less certain of support from their non-marital partners. Nevertheless, the descriptive
analysis, summarized in Figure 3, reveals few differences until the later months, when a
slight gap opens up, with cohabiting and single mothers somewhat more likely to be
employed than married mothers by nine months post-birth (see Appendix Table A3 for
details).

Education matters too. On the one hand, highly educated women are likely to have invested
more in preparation for careers and earn a higher reward in the labor market, so we expect
them to have higher rates of post-birth employment. On the other hand, these mothers are
also most likely to be eligible for maternity leave, which may delay their return to work.”
Figure 4 indicates that post-birth employment rates do generally increase with education,
with sharply lower rates observed for the least educated (mothers who have not completed
high school). By nine months post-birth, 68 percent of those with more than a bachelor’s
degree are working, versus 60 percent of those with a high school degree and only 47
percent of those with less than a high school diploma (see detailed data in Appendix Table
A.4). However, in the first two months post-birth, mothers with more than a bachelor’s
degree are less likely than high school graduates to be at work, probably reflecting
differences in the access to or take-up of maternity leave.

The expected association between mothers’ age, the fourth characteristic we examine, and
employment timing is not clear. Older mothers may have more financial resources and so be
able to stay out of the labor force for a longer period of time, and they are also more likely to
have access to maternity leave.2 However, older mothers also tend to be highly educated,
and so have an incentive to return more quickly, as just discussed. Figure 5 suggests few
differences in employment rates by maternal age, except that mothers under the age of 20 go
to work more slowly (Appendix Table A.5 provides details).

Birth order may also make a difference. In particular, women with a large number of
children may be particularly likely to stay at home. The data in Figure 6 confirm this. Rates
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of employment following first and second births are notably higher than after third and later
births. By nine months post-birth, 64 and 60 percent of the first and second groups are
working versus 50 percent of the third (details are in Appendix Table A.6).

Many of the aforementioned factors are likely to affect women’s employment before as well
as after the birth. Prior research has consistently found that pre-birth employment is the
single strongest predictor of post-birth employment.® This is true in the ECLS-B data as
well. As shown in Figure 7, fully two-thirds of women who were employed pre-birth are
back at work by three months, and nearly all (87 percent) by nine months. In contrast, only
19 percent of women who were not employed at the time of the birth are working by three
months and 41 percent by nine months.

The strong link between employment before and after giving birth raises the question of the
extent to which the differences summarized in Figures 1-6 may be due to differences in
employment rates pre-birth. Specifically, do the groups less likely to be employed post-birth
also have low pre-birth employment probabilities? As shown in Figure 8, for the most part,
the answer is yes. For instance, Hispanic, Asian, cohabiting, and single mothers all have
relatively low rates of pre-birth employment, and there are also sharp differences by
maternal education and age. Differences in pre-birth employment by number of children are
also evident but these are fairly small.

Multivariate analysis of factors associated with the timing of mothers’
employment

To shed light on how various factors are related with the timing of mothers” employment
post-birth, we estimated two multivariate regression models for our ECLS-B sample,
controlling for all of the factors considered above -- race/ethnicity, family structure,
education, age, birth history, and pre-birth employment status. The dependent variable in the
first specification indicated whether the mother was employed by two months post-birth,
while that of the second was employment at nine months after the birth. We estimated both
models using probit regressions, because the outcome variable — whether a woman was
employed by a given time point — is dichotomous (taking the value of one for women who
were working and zero for those who were not). From the probit estimates we calculated
marginal effects of changes in particular variables. Specifically, we indicate the percentage
point change in employment associated with being in the specific category rather than
another. The probit standard errors were used to determine whether the estimates were
significantly significant.

Table 1 summarizes results of the multivariate estimates, with the outcome in column 1 (2)
being whether the mother worked at two (nine) months. The probit estimates indicate that
black mothers are 4 percentage points more likely than white women to be employed by
nine months, confirming the pattern shown in Figure 2. However, black women are 6
percentage points less likely to be employed at two months, indicating a slower initial return
to work. This may occur because black women are more likely (than white women) to have
maternity leave rights covering the first months after giving birth.10

Figure 2 also revealed a lower likelihood of employment for Hispanic and Asian women.
With the additional controls, however, Hispanic women are no less likely than their white
counterparts to be working at either two or nine months. Conversely, Asian mothers
continue to have an 8 percentage point lower employment rate at nine months (but with no
difference at two months).
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Figure 3 suggested that cohabiting and single mothers were slightly more likely to be
working at nine months than married mothers. After controlling for other factors, these
differences become more pronounced, with cohabiting women 6 (14) percentage points
more likely to be working at two (nine) months than their married peers. The corresponding
figures for single mothers are 8 and 11 percentage points, respectively.1! These sizable
increases may occur because cohabiting and single mothers face more financial pressure to
work than married women.

Although the raw correlations in Figure 4 indicated a positive relationship between
education and employment, the probit results in Table 1 tell a more nuanced story. The least-
educated women are substantially (8 percentage points) less likely than mothers with some
college-education (but no degree) to be working by nine months.12 In contrast, college
graduates are predicted to work less often than their counterparts with only some college at
two months, but the disparity disappears by nine months after birth. This result suggests that
highly educated women initially return to work relatively slowly, which makes sense given
their high likelihood of receiving maternity leave and also of having savings to draw upon to
fund a period of unpaid leave.13 Similar reasoning may explain why women who have been
to college but not received a degree are slightly less likely to work at two months than are
high school graduates who did not attend college.

The probit estimates also reveal interesting differences in the relationship between maternal
age and post-birth employment. By nine months, women under 20 or 20-24 years of age are
significantly more likely to be working than are 25-29 year old mothers, while those aged
35 or older are significantly less likely to do so. Mothers aged 30-34 and 35 or more are also
significantly less likely to work at two months post-birth, again possibly reflecting greater
access to maternity leave and savings.

Consistent with other studies, the regression findings indicate that women are significantly
more likely to be working at two months for second or later births than after the birth of
their first child.14 These estimates control for other characteristics, including pre-birth
employment, raising the possibility that mothers who work after a first birth are especially
committed to the labor force and that this also translates into higher participation after later
births.1> However, this is unlikely to provide an entire explanation, since mothers with
second or later births are no more likely to work at nine months than women following first
births (and those with third or later births are significantly less likely to do so). The more
rapid initial return to work may occur because women who already have children may adjust
more easily to the newborn and may have child care arrangements in place.

The final row of Table 1 confirms the strong positive relationship between pre-birth and
post-birth employment. Holding other characteristics constant, women who were employed
at birth are 39 percentage points more likely to be working by two months and 58
percentage points more probable at nine months than women who were not employed.

Conclusions

Our investigation of a new large and nationally representative study, the ECLS-B, confirms
that over half (59 percent) of U.S. mothers worked nine months after births occurring in
2001. However, the analysis also reveals considerable variation in mothers” employment
timing across groups stratified by race/ethnicity, family structure, education, age, birth
history, and prior employment. Among these, the single strongest factor predicting the return
to work is whether the mother was working at the time of the birth.

One striking result is that women with greater resources — those who are married, have more
than a Bachelor’s degree, and are aged 30 or older — are generally less likely to be working
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two months after a birth. These same groups are particularly likely to have access to
maternity leave and savings to draw upon, suggesting that both factors play a role in
permitting these women to remain home in the first few months after a birth. Black women
also have relatively high probabilities of remaining at home for the first two months post-
birth. This may similarly reflect greater availability of maternity leave as they are more
likely (than whites) to work in large firms and unionized workplaces.

By nine months post-birth, other factors may come into play. Consistent with patterns seen
for women with older children, black women with infants have relatively high probabilities
of being employed at nine months, while the corresponding rates of Asian women are
relatively low. Young, cohabiting and single mothers are more likely than their counterparts
to work following births, possibly because these groups have limited resources available to
finance periods away from jobs. Women with three or more children are less likely to work
than those with one or two. So too are women with less than a high school education, who
presumably would gain the least from working because of their low skill levels. Of course,
our possible explanations for these patterns should be viewed as speculative at this point,
pending a further and more detailed analysis of the sources of the observed differences.

The possibility of adverse health or developmental effects for children whose mothers work
in the first month or two after a birth raises concern that women with the lowest levels of
resources are least likely to avoid working in those months. For instance, only 23 percent of
mothers with more than a bachelor’s degree are working by two months, compared with 31
percent of mothers with a high school degree or some college. It is plausible that if maternity
leave rights were extended and the absences were paid, more women would stay home for
the first two months, and the discrepancies found here in the timing of employment by
family structure, age, and education might diminish.

It is less clear what factors explain the differences in work nine months after birth. Some
groups with relatively low rates of employment (e.g. Asians, older, married, and those with
three or more children) may have relatively strong preferences for being at home and so may
be choosing not to work. However, other groups, such as women with less than a high
school education, may be interested in working but unable to obtain jobs, or may find the
payoff to employment to be too low, relatively to the associated costs.18 Given recent
cutbacks in the availability of public assistance for non-working mothers, it is important to
pursue policies to help such mothers improve their skills, alongside policies to help them
access benefits such as the Earned Income Tax Credit that increase the rewards to low-wage
work, and child care subsidies and tax credits that offset the costs of child care.

Finally, it is worth noting that the share of mothers working by nine months is notably
higher in the United States than in peer industrialized countries. Our neighbor to the north,
Canada, recently extended its paid maternity leave benefits to cover a full year post-birth.
Under the previous regime, which offered six months paid leave, 60 percent of mothers were
at work by nine months, a comparable figure to the U.S. However, when leave rights were
extended to one year, the share of mothers working at nine months fell to only 20 percent, as
mothers delayed returning to jobs.1’ It is noteworthy that even after the extension, Canada’s
maternity leave provisions are not unusually generous by international standards. Across the
advanced industrialized nations that constitute the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD), the average length of job-protected (and mostly paid) maternity
leave is 14 months. Most women take the full amount of leave to which they are entitled and
then return to their pre-birth jobs. There is much that individual states and the Congress
might learn from the experiences of other nations when considering changes in policies
designed to assist mothers (and fathers) in balancing the needs of work and families.
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Appendix
Al

Sample sizes and population proportions of demographic groups

N Weighted proportion

All 10,465 1.00
White non-Hispanic 4,805 0.57
Black non-Hispanic 1,705 0.14
Hispanic 1,865 0.23
Asian 1,365 0.03
Other 725 0.03
Married 6,739 0.65
Cohabiting 1,443 0.14
Single mother 2,179 0.20
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N Weighted proportion
Other family type 104 0.01
Less than high school 2,764 0.27
High school 2,252 0.22
Some college 2,688 0.26
Bachelor’s degree 1,657 0.15
More than bachelor’s degree 1,104 0.09
Age less than 20 784 0.07
Age 20-24 2,578 0.24
Age 25-29 2,516 0.26
Age 30-34 2,655 0.25
Age 35+ 1,932 0.17
First-born 3,837 0.41
Second-born 3,583 0.34
Third-born or more 3,045 0.26
Not employed at birth 5,228 0.49
Employed at birth 5,237 0.51

Proportion of mothers working in first 9 months after birth: By race/ethnicity

A2

Months after birth Al

White

Black Hispanic Asian

0.07
0.26
0.41
0.47
0.50
0.54
0.56
0.58

© 00 N o O B~ W N

0.59

0.07
0.28
0.44
0.50
0.53
0.56
0.58
0.60
0.61

0.07 0.06 0.07
0.25 0.21 0.22
0.42 0.33 0.37
0.49 0.39 0.42
0.54 0.41 0.44
0.59 0.46 0.46
0.61 0.48 0.47
0.64 0.50 0.49
0.65 0.51 0.49

Proportion of mothers working in first 9 months after birth: By family type

A3

Months after birth  All  Married Cohabiting  Single mother
1 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.08
2 0.26 0.25 0.27 0.28
3 0.41 0.41 0.40 0.41
4 0.47 0.47 0.46 0.48
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Months after birth  All  Married Cohabiting Single mother
5 0.50 0.50 0.49 0.51
6 0.54 0.53 0.55 0.55
7 0.56 0.55 0.57 0.58
8 0.58 0.56 0.60 0.60
9 0.59 0.58 0.62 0.61
A4

Proportion of mothers working in first 9 months after birth: By maternal education

Page 10

More than
Less than bachelor’s
Months after birth Al high school ~ High school ~ Some college  Bachelor’s degree degree
1 0.07 0.06 0.09 0.07 0.07 0.07
2 0.26 0.19 0.31 0.31 0.26 0.23
3 041 0.28 0.43 0.48 0.46 0.46
4 0.47 0.33 0.48 0.54 0.53 0.55
5 0.50 0.36 0.51 0.57 0.55 0.60
6 0.54 0.40 0.55 0.60 0.59 0.64
7 0.56 0.43 0.56 0.62 0.61 0.66
8 0.58 0.45 0.58 0.64 0.62 0.68
9 0.59 0.47 0.60 0.66 0.63 0.68
A5

Proportion of mothers working in first 9 months after birth: By maternal age at birth

Months after birth  All  Lessthan20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35+
1 0.07 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.06  0.07
2 0.26 0.19 0.28 0.30 025 024
3 0.41 0.27 0.38 0.44 0.44 041
4 0.47 0.34 0.45 0.49 050 0.48
5 0.50 0.39 0.48 0.52 053 052
6 0.54 0.44 0.52 0.55 0.57 0.55
7 0.56 0.47 0.55 0.56 058 0.56
8 0.58 0.50 0.57 0.58 060 058
9 0.59 0.52 0.59 0.60 0.61  0.59

A6

Proportion of mothers working in first 9 months after birth: By child birth order

Months after birth All  First-born  Second-born  Third-born or more
1 0.07 0.06 0.08 0.08
2 0.26 0.26 0.27 0.25
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Months after birth  All  First-born  Second-born  Third-born or more
3 0.41 0.42 0.42 0.36
4 0.47 0.50 0.48 0.41
5 0.50 0.53 0.52 0.43
6 0.54 0.58 0.55 0.46
7 0.56 0.60 0.57 0.47
8 0.58 0.63 0.59 0.49
9 0.59 0.64 0.60 0.50
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Months after birth

Fig. 1.
Post-birth employment rates of US women giving birth in 2001
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Months afer birth

Fig. 2.
Post-birth employment rates, by race/ethnicity
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Fig. 3.
Post-birth employment rates, by family type
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Fig. 4.

Post-birth employment rates, by maternal education
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Fig. 5.
Post-birth employment rates, by maternal age at birth
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Fig. 6.

Post-birth employment rates, by child birth order
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Fig. 7.

Post-birth employment rates, by employment status at birth
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Fig. 8.

All

White
Black
Hispanic
Asian

Married
Cohabiting
Single mother

< High school

High school
Somecollege
Bachelor's degree
> Bachelor's degree

<20
20-24
25-29
30-34
35+

First-born
Second-born
Third-born or more

0.72

0.00 0.10 0.20 030 040 050 060 070 0.80

Page 19

Proportion of women in employment at time of giving birth, by demographic characteristics
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Probit models of the timing of return to work following a birth

Table 1

Marginal effect on probability of return by:

End of Month 2

End of Month 9

Black non-Hispanic -0.06 (0.02)*** 0.04 (0.02)"
Hispanic —0.02 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
Asian 0.00 (002) —0.08 (0‘02)***
Cohabiting 0.06 (0.02)™™* 0.14 (0.02)*
Single mother 0.08 (0.02)™* 0.11 (0.02)™*
Less than hlgh school —-0.02 (0.02) -0.08 (002)***
High school 0.03 (0.02)** -0.03 (0.02)
Bachelor’s degree —-0.03 (0.02) —-0.02 (0.02)
More than bachelor’s degree -0.06 (0.02) *** 0.01 (0.03)
Age less than 20 0.04 (0.04) 0.07 (0.03)"™
Age 20-24 0.03 (0.02) 0.04 (0_02)*
Age 30-34 —0.05 (001)*** -0.01 (0402)
Age 35+ ~0.06 (0.02)*** -0.05 (0.02)™
Second-born 0.04 (0.01)™* 0.00 (0.02)
Third-born or more 0.05 (0.02)™* -0.07 (0.02)***
Employed at birth 0.39 (0_01)*** 058 (0‘01)***
Mean of outcome 0.26 0.59

Page 20

Omitted categories are: white non-Hispanic, married, some college, age 25-29, first-born. Estimated marginal effects in each column are derived
from a separate probit model (N=10,465). Standard errors are in parentheses.

*kk Kk *
y a

All estimates weighted to adjust for complex survey design.

indicate significance at the 1, 5 and 10% levels respectively.
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