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© ABSTRACT -

Thisg note meésurés the contribution of wives' earnings té.family
income inéquality in l967vand 1974. The earnings of wives havé a
small equalizing impact on the distribution of family income that
rémained relatively stable between 1967 and 1974, despité rapid

increases in the work experience of Wives. 
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Do Working Wives Increase -Family Income Inequality? . - ...'i-:_c;i .

" In 1951, about 237 of married women were In the paid labor force;
by 1974 their labor force participation rates had more than doubled.
bDuring the early post World War II period, married women were more likely.
to work if family income from other gources were low. In such cases,
the earnings of wives raised the incomes of families located at the
| bottom of'the income distribution.and reduced family income inequality.‘
: “In recent years, due'in part to the women's movement and to efforts .
to equalize opportunity, the negative felationship‘between;wives' work
' experience andkfamily income has weakened. The most rapid increases in
work experience have been among women in families with higher incomes.

Increases in earnings among Wives in high income families increase

) family income 1nequality;, Thurow (2, p. 12) has suggested that although
wives' earnings were once a factor leading to an equalization of family

“incomes, they are now "becoming a source of family inequality:"f;gl;ﬂl-

This note uses microeconomic data from the March 1968 and March 1975

Current Population Surveys (CPS) to meesure the contribution of wives'

earnings to family income inequality in 1967 and 1974. The data allow . .

computations not available from published‘studies; but restrict the analysis

to the recent past. The results show that the'earnings'of wives heve a
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" small equalizing impact on the distribution of family income that
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';1:irema1ned relatively stable between 1967 and 1974 despite ranid .
”'increases in work experience by the wives of husbands with higher—

than-average earnings.




Table 1 reygals the Qork éxﬁeriénce‘of wivés and their contributions
‘to family incoﬁé’by the earnings class of the husband (in 1974_dollars);»
Between 1967 and 1974, the percéntage of white wives who wor#ed at any
timé during the year increased from 45 to.5lz.1_ Although the most rapid.
Increases in work,occﬁrred among the wives of husbands with earnings

above $20,000, the work experiehce of wives still generally declines as

‘husbands' earnings increase.

This negative relationship between husbands' earnings and wives'

8

'Work'experience is also evident for nonwhite families., While the

percentage»éf nonwhite wives who worked was abouf 61% in both years,
increaseé in Work_experiénce-among wives of husbands with high'eafnings
.offséﬁ decreaseé among the wives of husbands with low earnings. - At a.
givenvlevei of.husband's,earnings, nonwhite wiveé are'more likely to work

than are white wives, The Appendix reports regressions in which the work

experience of the wife is regressed on her own characteristics and the

earnings of her husband. For both races, the probébility that the wife
works declines slightly as husband's earﬁings increase.”

Despite these changes in the work experience of wives, their earnings

. as a percentage of total family income in both years remained almost

constant. In 1975, this. contribution was about 13%Z for all white families

and about 197 for all nohwhite>fami1ies;'for families where the wife works,

_theée contributions were 27% and 337, respéctively. Although over half

of all wives work, their contribution to family income remains modest,




Table 1

Working Wives and Family Income®

Husbands’ ) Percentage of Wives. ' -~ Wives' Earmings
Earnings- i Percentage of Husbands = with Work Experience Mean Earnings of as a Percentage of
Class® o in Earnings Class® " During Year ’ Wives Who Workedd Family Income®
' ‘ 1967 . 1974 1967 1974 1967 1974 1967 1974
1 Whites _ . :
: & §2000 15 18 28% 29% $2626 $4296 . 14% 137
“ $2000 ~ 6000 13 1 os4 60 2411 3761 19 20
$6000 ~ 10,000 - .25 19 54 64 2721 4182 15 18
$10,000 - 12,500 :° 18 % . s0 . .59 2909 - 4603 12 14
$12,500 -.20,000 22 24 42 _ 53 . 2989 4833 8 10
$20,000 - 30,000 - 5 - 8 V) 46 3565 5102 7
> $30,000 2 3 - 26 36 4361 5137 . 3 4
ALl 100 100 45 : 51 2810 4472 12 13
Nonwhites = ) v . .. _
< $2000 1 22 - 47 E 42 1285 3661 - 18 19
$2000 - 6000 . 30 19 66 67 1688 - 3232 . 18 21
$6000 ~ 10,000 31 27 69 70 2495 4472 18 21
©$10,000 - 12,500 ~ 11 15 el 61 . 3327 5379 16 18
, $12,500 - 20,000 8 . ' 1& . 64 - 60 4043 6561 6 15
Ee © $20,000 - 30,000 1 2 o4 54 ' 4360 8183 7 13
P > $30,000 0.3 -1 26 .33 2753 7980 3 5
: o oar *100 100 - 62 S 2294 4642 - 17 C19
';- - ) » : éFamilieé include only those houseﬁolds with both husband and wife present.

bCons'tant 1974 dollars.

cMay not add to 100% because of rounding.

A

“deurrent dollars, the cost of living increased 47.7% between 1967 and 1974

For all families, including those with nonworking wives.

Source: Tabulations from the March 1968 and March 1975 Current Population Surveys.



| Wives' earnings as 4 percentage of family income (last two columns
of Table'l) depend oﬁ both the relationship between the.work.experience
of wives and husbands' earﬁings, and the relationship between the earnings
of working wives and husbands' eérnings. vThe mearn eérningslof all white
. wives who worked was $4472 in 1974 and that of nonwhite'wives Qas $4642,
» whereas the mean of whitg‘wivés with husbanas' earnings over $30,000 was
$5137 épd that of nonwhite wives was $7980. .Nbﬁetheless,'the variation
iq the éarningé‘of wives across husbands' earnings classeé is smaller
than the variation in thé earnings of husbaﬁdé. For exampie, the'ratio
| of mean earnings for husbands earning over $30,000 to the meaﬁ for those
invfhe $2006 to $6000 range is about 8 to 1, whereaé'the‘ratia.ofvmean
earnings for white wives in these categories is i.36'to 1 ($5137'to'
$3761) and that of nqﬁwhite ines is 2,47 to 1 ($798O to $3232).

The wives of men with high yearly earningé do not earn high'ﬁages. -

The simple correlation between the earningé‘of Aﬁsbaﬁdé énd the Qagé rates
- (yearly earnings/week; worked) of theirlworking wive% is‘.ll for wﬁites |
and ;28 fof nbn&hitesnin.l974.3‘bThe cqrrelation coefficients &eré '
élightly smaller for families with hdsbands aged 25-34:even though more.
ﬁivgs iﬁ‘this ége group thanlin'any other Wé;e working.‘-The Appendix.
also reports regréssibns which reveal that, for both'whifes.and nonwhites,
tﬁe‘wage réfes of wives inéreasé oﬁly slightly with husbaﬁds' earnings.
Althpuéh wives accdunt for about 20% of family»incomé.at fhe,loﬁest’end

- of thevdistribution,'they accouﬁt for only about 5% at the top. For.

nonwhites, wives' contributions to family income is fairly constant across

most of the distribution. . The'pattern iﬁ Table 1 ig'one‘in which the




.ahsolute income gap between the family incomes of husbands with 1ow earningS~
and those with high earnin?s is slightly widened by the earnings of wives,
Whereas the relative gap is slightly narrowed.

Table 2 summarizes'the effect of the earnings-of working wives on
mean family income and family ineqUalitv'for families with hoth husband
and wife present; The Gini coefficient of family incOme is
relatively constant for both whites and.nonwhites in 1967 and 1974,
even though the Gini coefficient of husbands' earnings (not shown)
increased by about 8% for whites and 137 for nonwhites.s. In both years,

white mean family income is about 16% higher.and the. Gini coefficient

about 5% lower than it would have been if wives had not worked.6 .For

nonwhites, family income is raised by more thian 25% by wives' earnings, but
" . . 7
the Gini coefficient is not affected by their earnings.  In

’1974, nonwhite family income was 787 of whites; this ratio would have

8
been only 71/ if nonwhite w1ves had not worked more than white wives.

Sweet (1) performed»an analy51S'51milar to'the one presented here -

using 1959 incomes as enumerated in‘the‘1960 éensus. -His results for 195§”4
are almost'identical to those reported here: wives' earnings reduce family
income inequality slightly for non—Black-families and have almost no -
effect for Black familiestb He.also found a decline in wives' labor..,
force participation.ratesias hushands' incomes'increased. Thus, the .
resultsipresented here together with those of Sweet-suggest no real-

' change in the effect of wives earnings on family income inequality in

the -entire 1959—1974 period and ‘do not confirm Thurow s hypothe31s

that wives' earnings have become a source of famlly income 1nequallty.

'White wives exert a small equalizlng~impact<on:thevdlstrlbutlon'of‘famlly o




""T;blé”é

Working Wives and Family Income Inequality’

Mean Incomeb_

Gini Coefficient

present.

1967 1974 1967 1974

Whites
Total family income $9379 $15,554 .323  .323
Total family income 8130 13,327 339 ;0 .344

less wives' earnings .
Change due to wives' earnings 15.4%  16.7% =4,6% =5.9%
Nonwhites
Total family income $6702 $12,154 350 344
Total family income 5319 9479 - .345  .347

less wives' earnings
Change due to wives' earnings 26,0% 28,27 +1.,4% -1,0%

) Source:‘~Sée Table 1.
aFamilie_s inélude only those households with husbahd and wife = . ..

bCurrent dollarsé the cost of living increased 47.7% between 1967 :

and 1974,




incomes; nonwhite wives, a'negligible'efﬁéct

of family income inequality would equal the degree of inequality in -

s

: VF;rmﬂééﬁ grouéé;rzhésé
effécts_became slightly more equélizing Between‘l967 and 1974,

The 1959.to 1974 experience suggests thét changes iﬁAthe'work
experiénce of wives are likely to have only a small effect on family

income inequality. Consider a world with no differences by sex in work

‘behavior, where the work experience of women and men and the inequality .

in thebdiétributions of womens' earnings énd mens' earnings were equal,
The most unequal situation for familly i#coﬁes’in such a world.wou1d occur
if the earnings of husbandsland wives were perfectly and positively
correlated, Then, given any relative measure df unequalify, the degfee
husbands’ earnings-(which'would'be_fhe same as that of wives"earnings).?o
In ;974, the Gini coefficient of husbands' earnings was about 107
greater than the Gini’éoefficient of the éum of the earnings éf'husbands'

and wives. Thus, in the long run, the equalization of earningé levels

- and distributions by sex would imply a maximum increase of 10% in the Gini

coefficient. Given that the current correlation between the earnings
of wives and husbands is quite small, forseeable changes in the work
experience of wives are not likely to become an important source of

family income inequality.
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Appendix

fabie“AJ"‘

Work Experienceb 1n(Wage)©
White Nonwhite White _ Nonwhife»
consTaNT? 0.87 0.64 3.66 4,31
" HUSEARN ~0.,006 ~-0.004 0.002 0.015
(000's) (16.80) (2.67). (1.68) (3.93)
AGE 0.007 0.02 ©0.06, 0.008
o (5.86) (4.22) (12.92) (0.70)
. AGESQ ~0.0002 ~0.0003 ~0.0007 . =0.0001
. (17.94) . (6.25) (13.24)  (1.10)
ED 0-7 -0.12 ~0.18 . 0.2 ~0.25°
S (9.91) ' (5.62) (5.70) . (3.28)
" ED 8-11 -0.08 -0.10 ~0.12 -0.18
o (11.60) (4.12) (6.20) (3.52)
ED 15 + 0.11 0.06 0.33 0.47 .
- (12.01) .. (1.82) (14.33) (7.29)
NORTHEAST -0.01 -0.15 0.13 0.26
' (1.26) (5.15) (5.89) (4.02).
NORTHCENTRAL 1-0.0002 -0.06 0.05 o 0.27. .
- (0.04) (2.28) (2.51) - (4.60)
WEST -0.01 - ~0.08 1 0.05 0.4
SR (1.09). (3.01) (2.02) (2.40)
CENTCITY - -0.,0005 0.004 - ~0.003 - 0.01
| ©0.07) (0.19) - (0.19) (0.29)
NONSMSA - -0.001 " © 0,058 0.15 ~0.18
S €0.20) - (1.95) (8.31) (2.86)
BADHEALTH . ~0.06 . - =0,20 ©0.06 L =012
| " - (4:50) - 1 (6511) - (0.99) (1.32)




‘' Table A--Continued

Work Experienceb ;_ | Ln(Wage)c
White | Nonwhitel . White Nonwhite

KIDS03 - ~0.20 -0.09 -0.15 ~0.11
(30.72) . (5.02) . (8.24) (2.57)

KIDS46 ©-0.15  -0.07  -0.11 0.08
(22.83) (3.83) . (5.52) (1.92)
KIDS717 -0.03 - -0.01 - -0.09 0.02
: : (13.25) ©(2.01) . (11.82) ' (1.23)
R? | 172 2129 . ,069 - .180
“Number of ' : : - _ :
Observations 27,160 2,438 13,373 - 1,405

Mean of Dependent ‘ : : '

Variable ) 0.51 0.64 4,59 . 4055

Source:  March 1975 Current Population Survey computer tapes.’

Ordlnary least squares regre531ons, ‘t-statistics appear below the :
rewre381on coeff1c1ents. : '

bDummy variablei 1 if wife was in ‘the labor- force at all during .
1974; 0, if not. -

. Ln(Yearly Earnlngs of Wlfe/WeePs Worked) for wives who worked
durlng 1974, :

dHusband's vearly earnings (1n thousands), all other variables refer to
. the characteristics of the wife. These include her age, educational
attainment, region of residence, metropolitan location of residence,

health status, and number of children of various ages. The constant

refers to a woman with 12 years of schooling, living in the south, in

a suburb, whose health does not impair her'ability to hold a job.

All variables are dummies, except for husband's earnings, wife's age,

and the number of chlldren in the three age classes (less than 3, 4 to

6, and 7- 17 years)




~observations.
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" worss

1The percentage of wives with work experience exceedé'that of wives

in the labor force (the data usually cited) because it refers to wives

" who worked at any time during the calendar year; the Iabor forcé partici--

pation rate refefs only to those who were employed or unemployed during
the survey week.

2For e#ample, thé probability thét a white (nonwhite) wife will work
at any point during the year is 0.52 (O.57)——for'a wife who has completgd |
twelve yearé_of schooling, is in good health, lives in a suburb in fhe
Northeaét reg;on, is of'average age, has the average number of children,
and a husband who' earns the average_yearly earninés-of $10,650 ($7,484).
For a similar white (nbnwﬁite) wife whbse'husband:eérns twice thé
average_(lQOZ higher), the predicted probability &eélines slightly to
0.46 (0.53). A similar regression for 1967 shows' that the negative:
relatibnship between the proBability that é’wifé Qorkéd»and her husbaﬁdfé
earnings was slightly greater fpr>whites in the earlier‘year,_but about -

the same for nonwhites.,

3 ‘ > P ' . .
"These correlation coefficients are based on the microeconomic

1

4For example, the prédicted weekly wage of a white (nonwhite)

~wife who worked at any point durihg theyear, who has completed twelve

years of schooling, is in good health, lives in a-suburb in the.NortheaSt'

region, is of average age, has the average number of children, and a

husband who eérns the average yearly earnings of $10,905 C$7;954) is
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'$111 ($117) in 1974, For a similar white (nonwhite) wife, whose husband

earns twice the éverage,(lOOZ higher), the predicted weekly wage is only
2.0% (13.0%) higher. A similar regression for 1967 shows that the
positive relationship between the wife's weekly wage and her husband's

yvearly earnings actually declined somewhat between the two'years.
5The analysis shown in Table 2 was repeated using the share of total
income received by each quintile as the measure of inequality. The

results were quite similar., Additional tables that excluded (1) farm

families and the aged or (2) income other than husbands' and wives' earnings,

or (3) examined inequaiity among all families (including those'with only

. one parent) were prepared, but did not reveal significéntly'different

patterns.‘ In éaqh.case Wives'_éarningsvéither.had no éffect.on family
inéquality, or a slight negative effect.
6This assumes that a husband's labor supply is nottéffectédvby_changes
in the earnings of his wife; |
7In Table 1, thé last column‘shOWS that the-avefage rate qf Wiﬁes'
contributions to family income ié 13Z forAWhites aﬁd 19% fér nonwhites
in 1974, In Table 2, thé_changé in mean income due to the‘wiveé' eérnings
isv16.72 fér whiteé and 28.27% for nonwhifes in 1974. ~This differenceA

arises because in Table 1 the denominator of the fraction is the mean

“income, while in Table 2 the denominator is the mean income less the

earnings of the wife. .
8The mean earnings of white wives.who worked increased from $2810

to $4472 (by 59%); whereas the mean earnings o6f nonwhite wives increased

from $2294 to $4642 (by 102%)..
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»9The analysié presented heré does ﬁot‘také into é;éé§nt possible
behavioral rééponses tﬁat may héﬁévoccurred as a result of the increased
labor market opportunities for married women. For-exampLe,‘changes in
both family composition and the work‘effoft of husbands are ignored..
Suppose that a woman's increased earnings reduced her financiai dependence
on her husSand apdAallowed her to leéve an.unhappy‘marriage. In such a
case, thé Cepsus would record a husband-wife family in the first year but
two other units in the second. Neither of these units would be included in

our analysis of husband-wife families in the second year. Or suppose

- that a woman's increased earniﬁgs caused her husband (assumed to be the

median earner). to reduce his ownAearnings by a gimilar amount, In such a
case the family's income would be identical in the two years, but the
data would show only the equalizing effect of the wife's earnings, and

not the offsetting disequalizing effect of the husband's labor supply

' response.

10 _ '
In this case, all men and women would work and earn the same -

‘wages for the same tasks. A husband with earnings of X would have a

wife with earnings pf X, and a husband with earnings of 2X, a wife‘

wiFh éarnings of 2X. The ratio of family incomes'(AX to 2X) would be the
same’ as the ratio of husbands' eafnings (2X to 1X). .This fepresénts_ o
a constant degree of relative imequality in‘husbands' earnings, wives'
earnings, and famiiy incomgs even though the absoluté income gap between

thg two families has increased because of the earnings-.of the wives.
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