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ABSTRACT

This note measures the contribution of wives' earnings to family

income inequality in 1967 and 1974. The earnings of wives have a

small equalizing impact on the distribution of family income that

remained relatively stable between 1967 and 1974, despite rapid

increases in the work experience of wives.



Do Working Wives Increase -Family Income Inequality?-

In 1951, abo~t 23% of married women were in the paid labor force;

by 1974 their labor force participation rates had more th&n doubied.

During the early post World War II period, married women were more likely

to work if family income from other sources 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 y~ars, due in part to the women's·movement and to efforts

to equalize opportunity, the negative relationship between wives' work.

experience and family income has wea~ened. 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 inequality. Thurow (2, p~ .12) has suggested that although

wives' earnings were once a factor leading to an equalizatio~ of family

incomes, they are now "becoming a source of family inequality~"

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

Current Population Surveys (CPS) to mea~ure 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 have a
.~l ,;... '? ;'.' . ~. ~· .. ·t· .'-':

small equalizing impact On the distribution of family income that
• '''0 •.:...1 ;._,,,",",,_ .··.ui~

, : '.. '~", 1. ji-. ::'•

remained relatively stable between 1967 and 1974, despite rapid

increases in work experience by the wives of husbands ~ith higher

than-average earnings.

--- -~--~._---~~--~--
---~-----~--~
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Table 1 reveals the work expetie~ce of wives and their contributions

to family income by the earnings class of the husb;md (in 1974 dollars).

Between 1967 and 1974,. the percentage of white wives who worked at any

tim~ during the year increased from 45 to 51%.1 Although the most rapid.

increases in work:occurred among the wives of h~sbands with earnings

above $20,000, the .vrork experience of wives still generally declines as

husbands' earnings increase.

This negative relationship between husbands' earnings and wives'

work experience is also evident for nonwhite families. While the
I" (

percentage of nonwhite wives who worked was about 61% in both years,

increases in work.experienceamong wives of husbands with high earnings

offset decreases among the wives of husbands with low earningE; •. At 09._

given level of husband's earnings, nonwhite wives 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 probability that the wife

works declines slightly as' husband's earnings increase. 2

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% for all white families

and about 19% for all nonwhite families; for families where the wife works,

these contributions were 27% and 33%, respectively. Although over half

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

a
Working Wives and Family Income

a '
. Families includ'e only those households with both husband and wife· present.

b .
Constant 1974 dollars.

CMay not add to 100% because of rounding.

dCurrent dollars.; the cost' of living increased 47.7% between 19'67 and 1974.·

eFor all families. including those with nonworking wives.

Source: Tabulations from the March 1968 'and March 1975 Current 'Papuiation Surveys.
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Wives' earnings as a percentage ·of family income (las t two columns

of Table 1) depend on both the relationship between the work experience

of wives and husbands' earnings, and the relationship between the earnings

of working wives and husbands' earnings. The mea~ earnings of all white

wives who worked was $4472 in 1974 and that of nonwhite wives was $4.642,

whereas the mean of white wives with husbands' earnings over $30,000 was

$5137 and .that of nonwhite wives was $7980. .Nonetheless, the variation

in the earnings of wives across husbands' earnings classes is smaller

than the variation in the earnings of husbands. For example, the ratio

of mean earnings for husbands earning over $30,000 to the mean for those

in the $2000 to $6000 range is about 8 ·to 1, whereas the ratio of. mean

earnings for white wives in these categories i's 1. 36 to 1 ($5137 to'

$3761) and that of nonwhite wives is 2.47 to 1 ($7980 to $3232).

The wives of men with high yearly earnings do riot earn high wages.

The simple correlation between the earnings .of husbands and the wage rates

, (yearly earnings/weeks worked) of their working wives is .11 for whites

and .28 for nonwhites in. 1974. 3
. The correlation coefficients were

slightly smaller for families with husbands aged 25-34 even though more

wives in this age group than in any' other were working. The Appendix,

also reports regressiqns which reveal that, for both whites and nonwhites,

:the wage rates of wives increase only slightly with husbands' earnings.
4

Although wives account for about 20% of family income at the lowest end

of the distribution, they ~ccount for only about, 5% at the top. For

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

most of the distribution•. The p<itternin Table 1 is one in which the

---~-~_.'------
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absolute income gap between the family incomes of husbands with low earnings

and those with high earnings is slightly widened by ,the earnings of wives,

whereas the relative gap is slightly narrmved.

Table 2 summarizes 'the effect of the earnings 'of working wives on

mean family income and family inequality for families with both 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 Gin:L coefficient of husbands' earnings (not shown)

increased by about 8% for whites and 13% for nonwhites. S In both years,

white mean family income is about 16;' higher and the. Gini c,oefficient

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

nonwhites; family income is raised by morethan25~' by wives' earnings, but

the Gini coefficient is not affected by their earnings.
7

In

1974, nonwhite family income was 78% of whites; this :ratio would have
. 8

been only 71% if nonwhite wives had not worked mOre than white wives.'

Sweet (1) performed an analysis similar to', the' one pres~nted'here

using 1959 incomes. as enumerated in the 1960 Census. His results for 1959

are almost ,identical to those reported here: wives' earnings reduce famil~

income inequality slightly for non-Black families and have almost no

effect for Black families. He also found a decline in wives' labor

force parti'cipation rates as husbands' incomes increased. Thus, the

results presented here together with those of Sweet suggest no real

change in, the effect of wives' earnings on family income iriequality ~n

the entire 1959-1974 period, and do not confirm Thurow's hypothesis

that wives' earnings have become a ,source of family income inequality.9

White wives exert a small equalizing ~mpact' on the distribution of family



Table 2

aWorking Wives and Family Income Inequality

"b
Mean Income Gin! Coefficient

.339 i' ... 344

Whites

Total family income

Total family income

less wives' earnings

1967 1974

$9379 $15,554

8130 13,327

1967

.323

1974

.323

Change due to wives' earnings

Nonwhites

15.4% 16.7% -4.6% -5.9%

Total family income $6702 $12,154 .350 .344"

Total family income

less wives' earnings

5319 9479 .345 .347

Change due to wives' earnings

Source: See Table 1.

26.0% 28.2% +1.4% -1. 0%

aFamilies include only those households with husband and wife
present.

b
Current dollars; the cost of living increased 47.7% between 1967 "

and 1974. "

- -~- - - - -~ -----~------~ -----
-----~-------~--._.-
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incomes; nonwhite wives, a negligible efi'ect. For both groups, these

effects became slightly more equalizing between' 1967 and 1974.

The 1959 to 1974 experience suggests that changes in the work

experience of wives are likely to have only a small effect on family

income inequaliql". Consider a "",orld with no differences by sex in work

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

in the distributions of womens' earnings and mens' earnings were equal.

The most unequal situation for family incomes in such a world would occur

if the earnings of husbands and wivesw.ere perfectly and positively

, "

correlated. Then, given any relative measure of unequality, the degree

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

1'0
husbands' earnings (wh{ch would be, the same as that of wives' earnings).

In 1974, the Gini coefficient of husbands' earnings was about 10%

greater than the Gini coefficient of the sum of the earnings of husbands

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

and distributions hy sex would imply a maximum increase of lOY:: in the Gini

coefficient. Given that the current correlation between the earnings

of wives and husband~ 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

Table A

The Work Experience and Wages of Wives, 1974a

Work Experienceb ' c',Ln(Hage)

White Nonwhite White Nonwhite

CONSTANTd 0.87 0.64 3.66 4.31

HUSEARN -0.006 -0.004' 0.002 0.015
(ODD's) (16.80) (2.67), (1.68) (3.93)

AGE' 0.007 0.02 0.06, 0.008
(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 , -0.24 -0.25
(9.91) (5.62) (5.70) (3.24)

ED 8-11 -0.08 -0.10 -0.12 -0.1.13
(11.60) (4.12) (6.20) (3.52)

ED 1,5 + " 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) (5015) (5.89) , (4.02)

NORTHCENTRAL '-0..0002 -0.06 0.05 0.27 '
(0.04) (2.28) (2.51) (4,.60)

WEST -0.01 ;...0~08 0.05 0.14
(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
,(0.20) (1.95) , (8.31) (2.86)

BADHEALTH -0.06 -0.20 0.04 .-:-0.12
(4 050), '(6 0 11) (0.99) (1.32)

--~'_-~-~--_'_'_-_'_:~'_._'-_':_'--~_'----------..--':'_-'-_..
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.. Table A--Continued

b c
Worl< Experience Ln(Wage)

.0&-.-

White Nonw:hite White Nonwhite

KIDS03 -0.20 -0.09 -0~15 -0.11
(30.72) (5.02) (8.24) (2.57)

KIDS46 ....0.15 -0.07 -Doll 0 0 08
(22.83) (3.83) (5.52) (1. 92)

KIDS 717 -0.03 -0.01 -0.09 0.02
(13.25) (2.01) (J,l. 82) (1.23)

R2
.172 .129 .069 .180

. Number of
Observations 27,160 2,438 13,373 1,405

Mean of Dependent
Variable 0.51 0.64 4.59 4 0 55

Source: March 1975 Current Population Survey computer tapes.

aOrdinary least squares regressions;t~statisticsappear belo~_the
regr.ession coefficients.

b dDummy variable: ·1 if wife was in 'the labor' force' at all·uring .,
1974; 0, if not •

. c .
Ln (Yearly Earnings of Wife/Weeks Worked) for wives who worked

. during 1974 •

. dHusband' s yearly earnings (i.n thousand's) ;8.11 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 toa 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 I sage,
and the number of children in the three age classes (less than 3, 4 to
6, and 7-17 years). ..
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NOTES

IThe percen~age of wives with work experience exceeds 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 labo+ force partici~

pation rate refers only to those who were employed or unemployed during

the survey week~

2For example, the probability that a white {nonwhite) wife will work

at any P9int during the year is 0~52 (0.57)--for a wife 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' earns the average yearly earnings of $10,650 ($7,4.84).

Foi.a similar white (nonwhite) wife whose husband,earns twice the

average (100% higher), the predicted probability declines slightly to

0.46 (0.53). A similar regression for 1967 shows' that the negative'

relationship between the probability that a wife worked and her husband's

earnings was slightly greater for whites in the earlier year, but about

the same for nonwhites.

3These correlation coefficients are based on themi'croeconomic

observations•..

4For example, the p~edicted weekly wage of a white (nonwhite)

wife who worked at any point during theyear, who has .comp1eted twelve

yeats of schooling, is in good health, lives in a·suburb in the Northeast

region, is of average age, has the average number of chi1dren~ and a

husband who earns the average yeady earnings of $10,905 ($7,954) is

c __ ._.__.~,- ..__. .... . ._..~_~.
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$111 ($117) in 1974. For a similar white '(nonwhite) wife, whose husband

earns twice the av~rage (100% higher), the predicted w~ekly 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

yearly earnings actually declined somewhat between the two years.

5The analysis sho~vn 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 inequality among all families (including those with only

one parent) were prepared, but did not reveal significantly different

patterns. In each case wives' earnings either had no effect on family

inequality, or a slight negative effect.

6This assumes that a husband's labor supply is not affected by changes

in the earnings of his wife.

7
In Table 1, the last column shows that the average ~ate of wives'

contributions to family income is 13% for \orhites and 19% for nonwhites

in 1974. In Table 2, the change in mean income due to the wives' earnings

is 16.7% for whites and 28.2% for nonwhites in 1974. This difference

arises because in Table 1 the d~nominator 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 6f nonwhite ,wives increased.

, from $2294 to $4642 (by 102%).·.



12

9 '.. ', The analysis presented here does not take into account possible

behavioral responses that may have occurred as a result of' the ~ncreased

labor market opportunities for married women. For example, changes in

both family composition and the work effort of husbands are ignored.

Suppose that a woman's increased earnings reduced her financial dependence

on her husband and allowed her to leave an unhappy marriage. In such g

case, the Census 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 secon4 year. Or suppose

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

median earner) to reduce his own earnings by a similar 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 disequa1izing 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 Salle tasks. A husband with earnings of X would have a

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

with earnings of 2X. The ratio of family inc<;lmes (4X to 2X) would be the

same as the ratio of husbands' earnings (2X,to IX). This represents

a constant degree of relative inequality in husbands' earnings, wives'

earnings, and family incomes even thbugh the absolute income gap between

the two families' has incre;;J.sed ,b ecaus e of the earnings 0 f the wives.
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