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Gender and the Great Migration

Distribution of the black population in the US, 1850 - 2021



Gender and the Great Migration

...and of the black female population in the US, 1850 - 2021



Gender and the Great Migration

Northern labor force participation, 18- to 55-year-old males



Gender and the Great Migration

Northern labor force participation, 18- to 55-year-old females



Gender and the Great Migration

Motivating our work are these basic stylized facts of the
Great Migration:

Black female migration mirrored black male migration in
many ways (scale, geographic patterns, individual
characteristics)
Black females differered from black males in terms of lower
LFP and greater likelihood of working in domestic services
Differences in LFP by race were far greater for females than
males

Our basic question is how the Great Migration impacted
females’ allocation of time between market labor and
household production



The Demand for Domestic Help

Philadelphia Inquirer, June 24, 1944



The Demand for Domestic Help

Pittsburgh Post Gazette, December 8, 1942 (left); Philadelphia Inquirer, September 19, 1953 (right)



The Demand for Domestic Help

An informal investigation of household employment was
made in the spring of 1937...[The] general minimum
weekly wage at which workers were placed was $5, and
the average was from $7 to $10...The large majority of
applicants were Negro women. Inadequate living and
working conditions on the job were reported for many
households. In a number of homes no bathing facili-
ties were provided for the workers; too often the bed was
found to consist of a cot in the living room or furnace
room. – Women’s Bureau Bulletin, No. 165, 1938



The Supply of Domestic Help

Relative 
probability of 
holding job in 

industry

Black share 
within 

industry
Rank Industry (i) Pr(i|B)/Pr(i|W) Pr(B|i)

1 Private households 7.44 0.375
2 Laundering, cleaning, and dyeing 3.79 0.234
3 Hotels and lodging places 3.19 0.205
4 Leather products, except footwear 1.76 0.124
5 Misc fabricated textile products 1.64 0.117

…
96 Banking and credit 0.08 0.007
97 Lumber and building material retailing 0.00 0.000
98 Petroleum refining 0.00 0.000
99 Shoe stores 0.00 0.000
100 Drugs, chemicals, and allied products 0.00 0.000

Northern females
Industries by racial composition of workforce, 1950



The Supply of Domestic Help

Relative 
probability of 

holding occupation

Black share 
within 

occupation
Rank Occupation (i) Pr(i|B)/Pr(i|W) Pr(B|i)

1 Private household workers (nec) 9.62 0.437
2 Porters 9.29 0.429
3 Elevator operators 8.08 0.395
4 Laundry and dry cleaning Operatives 4.97 0.287
5 Service workers, except private household (nec) 4.95 0.286
…
96 Bank tellers 0.00 0.000
97 Spinners, textile 0.00 0.000
98 Ticket, station, and express agents 0.00 0.000
99 Statisticians and actuaries 0.00 0.000
100 Personnel and labor relations workers 0.00 0.000

Northern females
Occupations by racial composition of workforce, 1950



The Supply of Domestic Help

Black share of female population and of female domestic workers,
Philadelphia, 1850-2020



Race and Work Decisions

The Great Migration had a huge impact on the supply and
composition of domestic workers

This leads to several possibilities for impacts on white
female work decisions:

Increased competition in domestic work drives white
females out of the sector (both due changing wages and
social status)
Paid domestic work offers a substitute for non-market work
of females, increasing time spent in market work
It could also complement non-market work, shifting how
time is spent in the household
Effects will likely differ by marital status and educational
level

The plan: see how individual-level white female work
decisions vary with the growth of the black female
population in Northern cities



Empirical Approach - Not Reinventing the Wheel...

Sending SEA’s for black female migrants to Chicago (left) and
Philadelphia (right), 1940.



Empirical Approach - ...But Tweaking It

We’ll follow the established approach of a shift-share
instrument using Southern push factors with a couple of
key tweaks

Estimate shares and marginal effects of push factors
specifically for females
Take advantage of Census Linking Project data to push
shares further back in time (1920-30 migrants) while still
doing things at the county level
Split samples by marital status and educational attainment
Consider entire MSA’s to allow for commuting domestic
workers (especially in later years)

Outcomes are limited to what we can observe in the federal
census (LFP, unemployment, occupation, family
characteristics,...)



Preliminary Results
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An Echo of Electrification and Labor-Saving Tech...

technology) and in public sentiments about gender roles, may have had parallel
effects on women’s labor market decisions.

In short, the changing processes of selection between the two employment cat-
egories mean that the historical comparisons may still be misleading. We cannot
remedy this completely, but we can go some way toward this with the informa-
tion now available.

Modeling Unpaid Work Time 1925–2011
To control for the influences of these selection processes to the fullest extent pos-
sible, we need first to model the influences of the various demographic and other
characteristics that influence time use patterns and then to reconsider the histori-
cal trends, holding those characteristics as far as possible constant by consider-
ing various representative instantiations of the models.

We use fairly standard ordinary least squares (OLS) models of the sort used,
for example, by Bianchi et al. (2000, 210, table 2). Our model estimates age and
period effects but has no higher education measure (very few of the rural women
reported any). We use more comprehensive information on numbers and ages of
children and more interactions between these characteristics and the survey
period to allow for the possibility of historical changes in the relationship of the
effects of particular family statuses (e.g., ages of youngest children) on time in
various activities. The R2 statistic of 0.18 for the “all unpaid work” model is

Figure 2. US Farm and Small Town Married Women 1920s to 2000s

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

1920s 1975 2000s

adult and child care

shopping etc.

farm or paid work 

laundry

accounts

mending,
knitting,
sewing

utilities

cooking, clearing, cleaningminutes
per day 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

1920s 1975 2000s

farm or paid work

cooking, clearing, cleaning

shopping etc child and
adult care

laundry

mending, knitting, sewing
utilities

minutes
per day

accounts

(a) (b)

Note: (a) Women with seven or fewer hours paid or farm work per week. (b) Women with more
than seven hours paid or farm work per week.
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...With Very Different Implications

I see my own children only when they happen to see
me on the streets when I am out with the [employer’s]
children, or when my children come to the “yard” to
see me, which isn’t often because my white folks don’t
like to see their servants’ children hanging around their
premises. – A child-nurse in 1912, More Slavery at the
South in Plain Folk: The Life Stories of Undistinguished
Americans (1982), as quoted in Nakano Glenn (1991)
Stanford Law Review, 43(6)


