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Earnings of husbands and wives
in dual-earner families
As married women have become increasingly likely to work
in recent decades, their contribution to family earnings
has grown as well—indeed, in 20 to 25 percent of dual-earner
couples, wives earn more than their husbands; these trends
may have affected family decisionmaking, giving some women
more input into family financial and career decisions

As has been well documented, labor force
participation rates among married wo-
men have increased dramatically in re-

cent decades, rising from 35 percent in 1966 to
61 percent in 1994. The increase was even more
dramatic for married women with children under
3 years: 21 percent to 60 percent over the same
period. As a result, dual-earner couples are
swiftly replacing the traditional married-couple
model of a “breadwinner” husband and “home-
maker” wife. From 1970 to 1993, the proportion
of dual-earner couples increased from 39 percent
to 61 percent of all married couples.1  Moreover,
recent work by Chinhui Juhn and Kevin M.
Murphy suggests that wives are entering the work
force largely in response to women’s rising labor
market opportunities, rather than due to declin-
ing opportunities for their spouses.2

As the number of dual-earner couples rises,
new questions are raised about gender roles
within marriages. In the past, it was reasonable to
assume that the husband’s career was primary and
took precedence over the wife’s career. However,
since the 1980s, falling real earnings for men
combined with rising labor force participation
and real earnings for women probably have af-
fected decisionmaking within some married-
couple families. Data from the Current Popula-
tion Survey (CPS) show that the proportion of
dual-earner couples in which wives earned more
than their husbands increased from 16 percent in

1981 to 23 percent in 1996.3  The figures suggest
the presence of a growing number of married
couples in which traditional gender roles vis-à-
vis labor market activity may be reversed—that
is, the wife is the primary earner and the husband
is the secondary earner. As further evidence of
the changing roles of husbands and wives in the
family, research by Francine Blau indicates that
the amount of time spent by women doing house-
work has declined since the 1970s, although
women continue to spend considerably more time
than men doing such work.4

Because the distribution of earnings within
dual-earner families may affect household deci-
sionmaking as well as labor market decisions, this
article seeks to gauge the relative economic posi-
tions of husbands and wives in these families, as
defined by their paid labor market activity. Data
on matched pairs of husbands and wives are
drawn from the March 1993 Annual Demo-
graphic File of the Current Population Survey.
The analysis complements and expands upon pre-
vious work by Howard Hayghe on the contribu-
tion to family income made by working wives.5

Particular attention is paid here to quantifying the
number of “nontraditional dual-earner couples,”
or those in which the wife is the primary earner
and the husband is the secondary earner. In addi-
tion, the article examines the joint distribution of
husbands’ and wives’ educational attainment and
wages to highlight the implications of marital
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sorting on relative wage outcomes, as well as to ascertain the
percentage of low-wage men married to high-wage women.
The latter figure provides further evidence of the presence
and extent of nontraditional couples.

Why look at spouses' relative earnings?

Examining the relative labor market earnings of husbands
and wives provides insight into the status of women within
dual-earner families. At least in some families, the greater
the wife’s relative earnings, the more control she is likely to
have over family financial decisions. In the language of bar-
gaining models of the family, as the relative income of wives
rises, so does their “threat point”—the level of utility they
would attain if they left the marriage—and thus also their
bargaining power within the marriage.6  Some research sug-
gests, for example, that as wives’ incomes rise relative to
those of their husbands, household allocations more closely
reflect the wives’ preferences, such as greater resources trans-
ferred to children.7

Whose career takes precedence within the dual-earner fam-
ily also likely affects labor market decisions and, hence, fu-
ture earnings growth—that is, the individual with the primary
career in the family is more likely to be able to initiate wage-

enhancing moves to improve his or her career, and is less likely
to be subject to moves with negative consequences initiated
by the spouse. In addition, while the primary earner may never
actually make a move like changing jobs, he or she may have
more opportunities to investigate outside offers, present them
to current employers, and bargain for higher wages at the cur-
rent job.8  As a result, the distribution of earnings within dual-
earner families might even affect the size of the gender “wage
gap.”

Description of sample

As mentioned earlier, the sample was drawn from the March
1993 Supplement to the CPS. The data were restricted to dual-
earner couples in which both the husband and wife were aged
25 to 64 at the time of the survey, and both were wage and
salary workers with positive earnings in the year preceding
the survey, 1992. Those with any farm or self-employment
income were excluded.9  All hours and earnings figures are
based on labor market activity conducting during 1992.
Hourly wages are computed for each spouse by dividing an-
nual earnings by annual hours worked. To deal with CPS top-
coding issues, the sample is restricted to those with computed
hourly wages of $100 or less. (This restriction reduces the

Chart 1.    Distribution of hourly wages for  husbands and wives in dual-earner  families, March 1993
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sample by approximately 0.2 percent.)
Given these sample restrictions, there
were nearly 22 million dual-earner
couples in the United States in 1993.

Given the well-known “earnings
gap” between men and women, it is not
surprising that the overall hourly wage
distribution for husbands in dual-
earner couples lies above the wage dis-
tribution for wives. (See chart 1.) The
mean hourly wage was $15.42 for
dual-earner husbands and $10.58 for
wives. The chart also shows that the
ratio of women’s wages to men’s wages
is fairly constant at any percentile ex-
amined—from 65 to 72 percent.

Marital sorting

In describing relative wages and earn-
ings of dual-earner couples, it is impor-
tant to recognize that husbands and
wives do not randomly pair together
but rather tend to follow a process re-
ferred to as “positive assortative mat-
ing”—that is, more highly educated,
higher wage men tend to pair with more
highly educated, higher wage women;
while less educated, lower wage men
tend to pair with less educated, lower
wage women. Table 1 cross-tabulates
the respective education levels of hus-
bands and wives in dual-earner
couples, using five categories: less than
high school, high school completion
only, some college, 4 years of college,
and more than 4 years of college. For
each combination of educational attain-
ment levels, the proportion of couples
and their combined mean annual wage
and salary earnings are shown. Sum-
ming the proportions along the diago-
nal that runs from the top left corner to
the lower right corner shows that sort-
ing by educational attainment is sub-
stantial. In 50 percent of dual-earner
couples, husbands and wives had the
same level of education. Furthermore,
in nearly 80 percent of dual-earner couples, the husband had
as much or more education than the wife, probably reflecting
both gender differences in educational attainment and social
custom. 10

Tables 2 and 3 are similar to table 1, except that they show
the percent distribution of dual-earner couples by wage
quintiles. (Table 2 is for all dual-earner couples, and table 3 is
for those couples in which both the husband and the wife

Table 1.   Percent distribution and combined annual earnings of dual-earner
couples by educational attainment level of both spouses, March 1993

Percent distribution

Wife, less than high school ........ 4.8 2.8 0.9 0.2 (1)
Wife, high school
graduate only ........................... 4.6 21.6 8.9 3.5 .9

Wife, some college,
no degree ................................. 1.3 7.0 11.6 5.0 2.2

Wife, 4 years of college .............. .3 2.2 3.5 8.0 3.7
Wife, more than
4 years of college ..................... (1) .5 1.0 2.0 3.7

Combined annual earnings

Wife, less than high school ........ $28,581 $32,556 $41,304 $55,234 $60,996
Wife, high school
graduate only ........................... 34,143 42,116 46,981 55,989 60,978

Wife, some college,
no degree ................................. 39,035 46,337 50,975 61,648 69,363

Wife, 4 years of college .............. 44,316 54,243 55,678 65,560 73,671
Wife, more than
4 years of college ..................... 42,146 61,310 63,738 73,572 85,179

1 Proportion is less than 0.1 percent.

NOTE:  The 25 cells in the percent distribution portion of the table sum to 100 percent; also, 21.9 million
couples are represented.
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Table 2.   Percent distribution and combined annual earnings of dual-earner
couples by wage quintile of both spouses, March 1993

Percent distribution

Wife’s wage in first quintile ......... 6.5 4.1 3.6 3.0 2.5
Wife’s wage in
second quintile ......................... 5.1 4.7 4.0 3.2 3.1

Wife’s wage in
third quintile .............................. 3.4 4.5 4.0 3.8 3.5

Wife’s wage in
fourth quintile ........................... 2.2 3.6 4.9 4.9 4.4

Wife’s wage in
fifth quintile ............................... 1.9 2.6 3.9 5.3 7.5

Combined annual earnings

Wife’s wage in first quintile ......... $17,936 $27,202 $34,909 $43,463 $62,881
Wife’s wage in
second quintile ......................... 24,658 32,959 40,985 48,484 67,047

Wife’s wage in
third quintile .............................. 29,740 38,890 45,412 53,903 71,062

Wife’s wage in
fourth quintile ........................... 35,378 45,984 53,795 61,363 81,500

 Wife’s wage in
fifth quintile ............................... 45,042 54,019 61,338 74,434 97,324

NOTE: The 25 cells in the percent distribution portion of the table sum to 100 percent; also, 21.9 million
couples are represented.
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worked full time, year round.) The
tables indicate that positive assortative
mating also occurs with respect to la-
bor market outcomes. These results
are not surprising, given the high de-
gree of sorting by education level, and
because the level of education is a key
determinant of economic outcomes. If
men and women married randomly, the
proportions in each cell would equal 4
percent. Yet, both tables show that in
nearly 30 percent of couples, the
husband’s and wife’s wage was in the
same quintile. Moreover, in nearly
two-thirds of couples, the husband’s
wage was in the same or a higher
quintile than the wife’s wage.

Nevertheless, a comparison of
tables 1 through 3 indicates that sort-
ing is most pronounced by educational
attainment, probably because many
husbands and wives meet in school.
On the other hand, a variety of factors,
including differences in college major,
availability of jobs, labor market dis-
crimination, differences in occupa-
tional choices, household responsi-bilities, and family income
effects, lead to a wider distribution of wage outcomes, even
for those couples in which both spouses are highly educated.

Furthermore, the data indicate that the process of assorta-
tive mating results in considerable variance in earnings among
dual-earner couples. As shown in table 2, for instance, com-
bined wage and salary earnings ranged from $17,936 per year
for couples in which both the husband’s and wife’s wage was
in the lowest quintile, to $97,324 per year for couples whose
respective wages were in the highest quintile.11

Relative earnings of husbands and wives

Table 4 shows mean hourly wages separately for husbands and
wives, both in all dual-earner couples and in those in which
both partners worked full time, year round. For both sets of
couples, the data show that a substantial proportion of wives
(25 percent) earned more than their husbands in 1992. Table 4
also shows median weekly “career” wages for husbands and
wives in dual-earner couples. Each husband and wife was as-
signed a median weekly earnings figure that corresponded to
his or her occupation.12  The rationale for doing so is that occu-
pational wages may better reflect career wages than current
wages. This is especially relevant when trying to determine
whether the wife’s career or her husband’s career takes prece-
dence in the family. Husbands’ and wives’ careers may be at

Table 3.   Percent distribution and combined annual earnings of dual-earner
couples in which both spouses worked full time, year round by wage
quintile of both spouses, March 1993

Percent distribution

Wife’s wage in first quintile ......... 7.1 4.2 3.1 2.6 1.9
Wife’s wage in
second quintile ......................... 5.0 5.0 4.0 3.0 2.9

Wife’s wage in
third quintile .............................. 3.2 5.0 4.6 4.2 3.4

Wife’s wage in
fourth quintile ........................... 2.0 3.9 5.3 4.7 4.8

Wife’s wage in
fifth quintile ............................... 1.7 2.0 3.3 5.1 8.1

Combined annual earnings

Wife’s wage in first quintile ......... $25,167 $34,597 $42,612 $49,787 $73,628
Wife’s wage in
second quintile ......................... 32,950 40,315 48,267 54,887 74,724

Wife’s wage in
third quintile .............................. 39,031 45,758 52,381 62,167 79,196

Wife’s wage in
fourth quintile ........................... 44,402 52,467 60,045 67,104 86,702

Wife’s wage in
fifth quintile ............................... 55,377 65,850 71,720 82,093 108,870

NOTE: The 25 cells in the percent distribution portion of the table sum to 100 percent; also 10.4 million
couples are represented.
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different stages. If, for example, a husband is on track to be-
come a physician but currently is only a first-year resident, cur-
rent wages would be a misleading measure of career wages. In
addition, occupational wages are not as subject to short-term
positive or negative wage fluctuations as are current wages.
Notably, by the occupation measure, the proportion of wives
who earned more than their husbands was 33 percent.13

Table 4 also provides figures on relative wages of dual-
earner couples, stratified by selected quintiles into which the
husband’s wage falls. As would be expected, given positive
assortative mating, as husbands’ wages rise, wives’ wages rise
also. For instance, the mean hourly wage for husbands whose
wage was in the lowest quintile was $6.06, compared with a
mean wage of $8.09 per hour for their wives. For husbands
whose wage fell into the top 20 percent, by contrast, their mean
hourly wage was $28.14 and their wives’ was $13.45.

Furthermore, the data indicate that wives earned more than
their husbands in nearly 60 percent of the couples in which the
husband’s wage was in the lowest quintile, a result that holds
whether current hourly wages or career wages are considered.
Part of the explanation for this high percentage is the fact that
the husband’s wage has, by definition, been restricted to be
low, while the wife’s wage has not been similarly constrained.
In sharp contrast, when the husband’s wage was in the top
quintile, only 6 to 7 percent of wives earned more than their
husbands. It should again be noted that the results are related
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to how the data were stratified—wives’ wages are uncon-
strained and thus may lie in any quintile. Further, women gen-
erally earn less than men.

Table 5 differs from table 4 in that it considers relative
annual earnings of husbands and wives—defined here as
hourly wages multiplied by annual hours worked—and
thereby allows the data to reflect labor supply responses to
wages earned. By this measure, nearly 20 percent of wives
earned more than their husbands, in the same range as the 25-
percent figure obtained when relative hourly wages were con-
sidered.14  Similarly, 55 percent of wives married to low-earner
husbands earned more than their husbands, in the same range
as the 60-percent figure shown in table 4.

Finally, like the study by Hayghe cited earlier, this study
found that wives make an important contribution to
family earnings. In all dual-earner
couples, wives’ earnings made up 35
percent of combined spousal earnings;
in those in which both spouses worked
full time and year round, wives’ earn-
ings made up 41 percent of combined
earnings. Interestingly, regardless of
whether dual-earner couples have very
high or very low combined earnings,
the wives’ share of these combined
earnings was fairly constant, at about
35 to 38 percent. (See the last 3 col-
umns of table 5.)

Nontraditional couples

The figures discussed in the previous
section suggest the presence of many
“nontraditional” couples among dual
earners, at least when it comes to la-
bor market outcomes. As noted ear-
lier, even among the sample at large,
more than 25 percent of wives had
current hourly wages that exceeded
those of their husbands, and 20 per-
cent of wives had greater annual earn-
ings than their husbands.  (This trans-
lates to wives earning more than their
husbands in 4 to 6 million dual-earner
couples.) Taken at face value, these
figures suggest that in 20 to 25 per-
cent of dual-earner families, there is a
“role reversal” from the more tradi-
tional model—that is, the woman is
the primary earner with the more lu-
crative position, and the husband is the
secondary earner.

It might be argued that the figures just cited provide an
upper-bound estimate of role reversal because, in many fami-
lies, if a husband earns just a small amount less than his wife,
he still may be perceived as the primary earner in the family
because of traditional gender roles. Nonetheless, one must
keep in mind that women, even those that are as qualified as
men, tend to earn less than their male counterparts. From this
vantage point, that such a large proportion of wives earned
more than their husbands is quite notable.15  Furthermore, a
sizable proportion of wives, 15 percent, had wages that were
25 percent more than their husbands, and nearly 10 percent of
wives had wages that were greater by 50 percent or more.
Finally, nontraditional couples are especially common among
dual-earner couples with low-wage husbands.

As further evidence of the presence of nontraditional

Table 4.   Comparison of relative wages of husbands and wives in dual-earner
couples by selected characteristics, March 1993

Number of couples
(in thousands) .......................... 21,857 10,377 4,371 4,371 4,371

Hourly wage comparisons¹

Wife’s mean hourly wage ........... $10.58 $11.21 $8.09 $10.36 $13.45
Husband’s mean hourly wage .... 15.42 15.24 6.06 13.67 28.14

Wife’s wage as percent
of husband’s wage ................... 68.6 73.6 133.5 75.8 47.8

Percent of dual-earner
couples in which:
Wife earns more
than husband ........................ 25.2 25.4 57.2 20.6 6.5

Wife earns 25 percent
more than husband .......... 14.9 13.3 41.4 9.7 2.6

   Wife earns 50 percent
more than husband .......... 9.7 7.4 31.6 4.8 1.0

   Wife earns 100 percent
more than husband .......... 4.7 3.3 18.3 1.4 .4

Career wage comparisons²

Wife’s career wage ..................... $464 $489 $415 $440 $529
Husband’s career wage ............. 526 533 322 505 756

Wife’s wage as percent
of husband’s wage ..................... 88.2 91.7 128.9 87.1 70.0

Percent of dual-earner
couples in which:
Wife earns more

 than husband ....................... 32.8 35.3 63.9 28.6 5.8
Wife earns 25 percent

more than husband ........ 17.4 19.3 43.4 14.0 .6
Wife earns 50 percent

more than husband ........ 8.1 8.7 28.1 1.1 .2
Wife earns 100 percent

more than husband ........ 2.3 2.4 10.0 .0 .0

¹ Hourly wages are computed by dividing annual wage and salary earnings by annual hours worked.

² “Career wage” is defined as median weekly earnings associated with individual’s occupation.  (See
text.)

NOTE:  Data restricted to dual-earner couples in which both spouses were wage and salary workers, both
had positive wages, and both were aged 25 to 64.
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couples, table 2 indicates that, despite the process of positive
assortative mating, in more than 400,000 couples (1.9 percent
multiplied by 21.9 million) aged 25 to 64, wives at the very top
of the their wage distribution were married to men at the very
bottom of theirs. This is actually a lower bound estimate be-
cause it is based on the most extreme nontraditional pairing.
Another way to look at the data in table 2 is to note that, con-
trary to popular perception, a similar percentage of very high-
wage wives are paired with very low-wage husbands and vice
versa. (This can be seen by comparing the proportion of couples
in the lower left corner of the table with those in the upper right
corner.) A similar pattern is found for the narrower set of dual-
earner couples in which both spouses worked full time, year
round. (See table 3.) One might argue that low-wage husbands
are observed with high-wage wives only when current wages,
which may be more subject to short-term fluctuations, are
considered. An analysis of “career wages,” however, would
appear to refute that argument. Finally, it is important to note
that a count of nontraditional couples would probably be
considerably higher if families in which the wife is employed

and the husband is completely out of the labor force (keeping
house or caring primarily for children, for example) were
included.

WHETHER THE HUSBAND’S OR WIFE’S CAREER takes precedence
among dual-earner couples cannot be precisely determined
because currently available survey data do not provide such
information (none of the major surveys asks the question di-
rectly). By analyzing available information on earnings and
occupations, however, we may reasonably draw some con-
clusions. The data presented here indicate that, although
women tend to earn less than men, on average, a sizable num-
ber of dual-earner couples exists in which the wife is the pri-
mary earner. This is true even when more narrowly defined
measures are examined, such as the proportion of couples in
which the wife’s wage exceeds those of her husband by 25 or
50 percent, or the proportion in which low-wage husbands
are paired with high-wage wives. Arguably, these new kinds
of couples may be altering the bargaining power in the family
and, hence, family resource allocation.

 Table 5. Comparison of relative annual earnings of husbands and wives in dual-earner couples by selected characeristics,
March 1993

Number of couples (in thousands) ........ 21,857 10,377 4,371 4,371 4,371 4,371 4,371 4,371

Annual earnings comparisons¹

Wife’s mean annual earnings ................ $18,046 $24,079 $14,469 $18,141 $21,732 $7,782 $16,045 $31,267
Husband’s mean annual earnings ........ 33,028 34,870 10,085 29,492 62,810 12,796 30,080 58,174
Combined mean annual earnings ......... 51,074 58,950 24,554 47,633 84,541 20,578 46,125 89,441

Wife’s earnings as percent
of husband’s earnings ......................... 54.6 69.1 143.5 61.5 34.6 60.8 53.3 53.7

Wife’s earnings as percent
of combined earnings .......................... 35.3 40.8 58.9 38.1 25.7 37.8 34.8 35.0

Percent of dual-earner
couples in which:
Wife earns more than husband ......... 19.9 20.7 55.4 13.9 2.4 29.6 18.2 15.7
 Wife earns 25 percent more
than husband ................................. 13.1 11.1 46.7 5.8 .6 23.5 11.3 9.2

Wife earns 50 percent more
than husband ................................. 9.5 6.1 39.8 2.5 .1 19.7 7.8 5.2

Wife earns 100 percent more
than husband ................................. 5.9 2.5 28.9 .5 .0 14.0 4.7 2.0

Husband's earnings in—

Both worked
full time,Total First quintile Third quintile Fifth quintile First quintile Third quintile Fifth quintile

Characteristic
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