
The breadwinner norm revisited: The e�ect of

potential relative earnings on married

women's labor supply*

Sarah Rosenberg�

Abstract

In light of recent research suggestive of a male breadwinner norm, I examine the

relationship between female breadwinning and women's labor force participation

for opposite-sex married couples in the U.S. I show that husbands' reductions in

work are a primary factor in female breadwinning and that wives with husbands

working less than full-time are less likely to be in the labor force. Together, these

two facts imply that using measures based on couples' observed income to estimate

the e�ects of female breadwinning may result in omitted variables bias. While

such measures yield a negative relationship between female breadwinning and

labor force participation, using a measure for potential relative earnings that is

uncorrelated with men's reductions in work implies precise null e�ects. If the

breadwinner norm has any impact, these �ndings suggest it is not on decisions

within marriage, but may be earlier at the margin of marital sorting. This insight

has implications for the targeting of policies to reduce gender inequality.
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1 Introduction

Following the dramatic changes in women's labor supply in the 20th century, the

slowdown in women's convergence towards men's labor outcomes since the 1990s has

remained a persistent question for labor economics (Blau and Kahn, 2007, 2017).

Some suggest this slowdown might represent women reaching their �natural rate� of

unemployment (Goldin, 2006). However, since the seminal work of Akerlof and Kranton

(2000) translating the concept of social norms into a standard economics framework,

economists have increasingly considered gender norms as an alternative explanation for

why the gaps between men and women persist. This paper contributes towards this

e�ort by ruling out one possible channel for gender norms: that an aversion to female

breadwinning might cause women in opposite-sex marriages to decrease their labor force

participation when they out-earn their husbands (or become more likely to).

When gender norms are broadly de�ned, traditional gender norms are negatively

related to female labor force participation (Fortin, 2005; Fernandez, 2007; Fortin, 2015;

Goussé, Jacquemet, and Robin, 2017). However, traditional gender norms encompass

a range of aspects. To understand how gender norms a�ect female labor decisions, it's

necessary to understand which norms matter and how they operate.

For example, norms about women's roles inside and outside the home clearly a�ect

their labor force participation. Women working has become increasingly normalized

over time, with evidence that one channel for this goes via mothers or mothers-in-law

to their children (Fernández, Fogli, and Olivetti, 2004; Morrill and Morrill, 2013; Farré

and Vella, 2007). Similarly, there is evidence that the �child penalty,� the reduction in

earnings for new mothers owing to a combination of time out of work, shifts to part-

time, and shifts to more �exible career tracks, also is related to gender norms (Nix,

Andresen, et al., 2019) and may likewise be a�ected by inter-generational transmission

of gender roles (Kleven, Landais, and Søgaard, 2019).

Norms about men may also matter for female labor force participation, but this side

has been less studied. The aim of this paper is to better understand the role of the �male

breadwinner� norm. This norm is typically discussed in terms of two potentially salient

features, that a) husbands should earn more than their wives and/or b) husbands should

be employed in full-time paid work. I focus on its relevance for opposite-sex married

couples.1

Each of the two main aspects of the male breadwinner norm can a�ect the labor

1In recent decades, marriage rates have declined and cohabitation has risen substantially. In light
of this shift, it would also be valuable to understand the norm's relevance for cohabitating couples.
However, since a primary aim of this paper is to understand whether conclusions in earlier research
about the norm are valid, and this earlier work is overwhelmingly focused only on married couples
(Foster and Stratton (2021) are an exception), I limit the focus of the present paper to married couples..
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force participation of married women at four margins: by in�uencing marital sorting, by

in�uencing a couple's initial decisions about work, by labor supply changes in response

to potential or actual violations of the breadwinner norm within marriage, and by

separation or divorce.2

Understanding the margins at which gender norms operate is relevant for policy

aimed at reducing gender inequality and encouraging women to enter the labor force.

Policies like parental leave reforms, childcare subsidies, and daycare expansions a�ect

choices after individuals have children, and have been studied as possible ways to

reduce the aforementioned �child penalty,� now one of the biggest contributors to gender

earnings di�erences in high-income countries.3

By the time they have children, most individuals have already made an initial choice

of partner with which to have children, whether or not they remain together. If much

of the e�ect of norms occurs at the sorting stage, then interventions later on in the

life cycle may have a �ceiling� in terms of e�ectiveness. For example, if couples initially

sort to avoid having a higher-earning wife, generous parental and childcare bene�ts

are unlikely to lead to a substantial change in fathers rather than mothers choosing

to work part-time to care for children, though they may increase women's labor force

attachment.

Most related work studies one of the two main aspects of the male breadwinner norm

at a particular margin. With respect to marital sorting, several papers have shown that

there used to be substantially lower marriage rates for women with high educational

attainment compared to those with low educational attainment, but more recently this

gap has reversed (Bertrand, Cortés, Olivetti, and Pan, 2016; Fry, 2010; Torr, 2011;

Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos, 2016). Also related to marriage, in areas hard-hit by

men's unemployment, marriage rates decline, seemingly because these men are perceived

as lower-quality partners (Dorn, Hanson, et al., 2019).

For the within-marriage margin, a series of papers have found that wives increase

their housework hours and husbands decrease theirs, seemingly to compensate for

�gender deviance� when the wife earns more than the husband (Brines, 1994; Greenstein,

2000; Bittman, England, Sayer, Folbre, and Matheson, 2003; Evertsson and Nermo,

2004; Akerlof and Kranton, 2000), although the extent of this e�ect is debated (e.g.

Gupta (2007); Gupta and Ash (2008); see also England (2011) and Sullivan (2011) for

discussions of this literature).

2Marital dissolution would a�ect the labor force participation of married women indirectly, by
a�ecting the composition of women who remain married.

3To be sure, encouraging women to work and reducing gender inequality are only some of the goals
of such policies, which are also often designed to support parents and children through the diverse
and often unstable family structures that are increasingly common in many countries (Smock and
Schwartz, 2020).
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Finally, there is work on both female breadwinning and men's unemployment in

relation to divorce. Several papers have estimated that wives' relative earnings is positively

associated with divorce, particularly when the wife earns more (Heckert, Nowak, and

Snyder, 1998; Jalovaara, 2003; Liu, Vikat, et al., 2004; Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons,

2016; Foster and Stratton, 2021). At the same time, Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016)

also �nd that in more recent cohorts, if wives have higher predicted earnings than their

husband, couples have slightly lower rates of divorce, which they interpret as evidence

of selection.

A range of work has also demonstrated a positive link between men's unemployment

and divorce, but not with women's unemployment (Killewald, 2016; Sayer, England,

Allison, and Kangas, 2011; Charles and Stephens, 2004; Eliason, 2012). The relationship

with men's unemployment does not appear to owe to the associated reduction in

income (Killewald, 2016; Charles and Stephens, 2004). Notably, the e�ect of men's

unemployment on divorce is larger where traditional gender norms are stronger (Goñalons-

Pons and Gangl, 2018).

The only paper that studies the relationship between the male breadwinner norm

and female labor force participation is also among the few to consider multiple margins

in the same work, including marital sorting and decisions about labor and separation

after marriage: Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan (2015) (hereafter BKP) study the norm

in terms of an aversion to female breadwinning. They motivate their work by arguing

that there is a discontinuous drop in the distribution of the wife's relative earnings

for newly married couples, precisely at the point where she earns half of the couples

earnings, and that this discontinuity grows with years of marriage. They suggest that

these discontinuities imply an aversion to female breadwinning that may a�ect both

marital sorting and decisions within marriage, including wives' labor force participation,

the division of housework, and divorce.

BKP go on to analyze each of the proposed ways that aversion to female breadwinning

might have an impact. They �nd that when women are more likely to out-earn men in

marriage markets, the marriage rate is lower; that female breadwinning is associated

with lower female labor force participation and hours, higher housework hours, and

slightly increased rates of divorce (using both panel and cross-sectional analysis); and

using a measure constructed to proxy for the probability that a wife could earn more

than her husband, that a higher probability of female breadwinning is associated with

lower female labor force participation. This broad range of evidence seems consistent

with an aversion to female breadwinning.

Several papers have since highlighted problems with the test for a discontinuity

as evidence of an aversion to female breadwinning (Zinovyeva and Tverdostup (2018);

Hederos Eriksson and Stenberg (2015); Binder and Lam (2018); Grow and Van Bavel

3



(2020); see also Sec. 2 for a detailed discussion). A common theme among these papers

is that we should carefully consider if other possible explanations could give rise to

such a relationship without reference to the norm. Motivated by this idea, I replicate

and reassess BKP's within-marriage results for labor force participation to shed light

on whether an aversion to female breadwinning is the underlying driver of their results.

Where it can provide additional insights for labor force participation, I also do the same

for housework and divorce.

The �rst result of this paper is that BKP's �ndings for the within-marriage outcomes

likely re�ect omitted variable bias. This bias appears to owe to a relationship between

female breadwinning, reductions in men's work, and lower labor force participation for

wives with husbands that are not working full-time. More broadly, this bias is likely

to be present in other analyses that link observed measures of relative income to labor

supply, housework, or divorce.

Using data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, I show male unemployment

and other temporary reductions in work are persistently a primary cause of female

breadwinning even in recent years. Next, there is a similarly persistent pattern that

wives with husbands not in full-time work have lower levels of hours and labor force

participation. Finally, husbands' hours begin declining on average two to three years

before the occurrence of female breadwinning.

Consequently, when we estimate the relationship between female breadwinning (using

observed income) and labor force participation, we are capturing the fact that couples

experiencing female breadwinning have substantially lower levels of husbands' hours,

and lower hours for the husband is correlated with lower labor force participation and

hours for their wives.

I test for this omitted variable bias in two ways. First, if men's reductions in work

begin some years prior to the occurrence of female breadwinning, then with this story

of omitted variable bias, female breadwinning should be associated with lower labor

force participation prior to its occurrence as well as after. A replication and extension

of BKP's analysis validates this prediction, and shows a similar pattern for the positive

relationship between the intra-couple gap in housework hours and female breadwinning.

These �ndings demonstrate that both BKP's results (and perhaps earlier work on

the relationship between relative earnings and couple's hours of housework) cannot

be interpreted simply as a consequence of female breadwinning.

Second, if we have a measure of female breadwinning that is uncorrelated with the

sources of omitted variable bias, the estimate of this relationship with women's labor

force participation should be less negative and with housework hours should be less

positive compared to using a measure of female breadwinning based on couples' observed

income. When using a measure adapted from BKP that incorporates only predicted
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measures of the husband and wife's income, the cross-sectional relationship with labor

force participation is positive and and with housework hours it is negative, based on

data from the American Community Survey and Census as well as the American Time

Use Survey data.

While these results suggest it would be di�cult to obtain an unbiased estimate of

realized female breadwinning4 it is possible to estimate the e�ect of changes in potential

relative income on labor force participation using a measure based on predicted income,

which is uncorrelated with husbands' hours. However, cross-sectional estimation might

still be biased by other unobservables, such as a positive correlation between women's

unobserved ability and motivation for working.

Thus, in the �nal section of the analysis I use panel data from the PSID with

couple �xed e�ects to account for such time-invariant characteristics, and �nd that

this same measure of the predicted likelihood of female breadwinning has a precise null

relationship with labor force participation and the gap in housework hours, even though

it is signi�cantly and positively associated with wives' having a higher wage or earnings

than their husbands.

In principle, this null result could arise if couples instead separated rather than

adjusting labor supply. In line with �ndings from Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016), I

�nd suggestive results that couples where the wife has higher predicted earnings actually

have lower divorce rates when using between-couple variation. When I additionally

control for couple-�xed e�ects, which should account for average relationship quality, I

�nd no relationship between the likelihood of female breadwinning and divorce. These

two results are consistent with a selection e�ect generating the negative relationship,

which indeed is how Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016) interpret their �nding. Finally,

I also consider that there may be heterogenous e�ects over time, as gender norms have

changed, but �nd little evidence of di�erences across marriage cohorts.

These results suggest it is unlikely that an aversion to female breadwinning causes

wives to decrease their labor force participation, but it does not necessarily mean that

the male breadwinner norm is unimportant. In fact, by ruling out this mechanism,

this paper contributes to the literature studying gender norms and female labor force

participation by implying that if an aversion to female breadwinning matters, it is likely

to be at the margin of sorting, and this question deserves further study.

With respect to the broader literature studying the male breadwinner norm and

the e�ects of relative income and men's unemployment, I am not the �rst to point out

a connection between men's unemployment and female breadwinning (Sullivan, 2011),

4To obtain a valid estimate of the e�ect of realized female breadwinning, we would need to
instrument for female breadwinning with a large and exogenous shock to couples' relative earnings.
Su�ciently large shocks are rare and a�ect only tiny fractions of the population, and I do not attempt
such an instrumental variables approach.
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but I show that it is not enough to account for unemployment alone, since other types

of reductions in men's work are also important factors that contribute to the potential

omitted variable bias.

The paper proceeds as follows: Sec. 2 reviews related research to motivate the

hypothesis for an aversion to female breadwinning and provide context for the ways the

male breadwinner norm has been tested. Sec. 3 describes the data. Sec. 4 characterizes

female breadwinning. Sec. 5 explains how omitted variable bias may arise. Sec. 6

replicates BKP's results and tests for omitted variables bias. Sec. 7 builds on the

previous sections to test whether an increase in the probability that a wife earns more is

related to her labor force participation or divorce likelihood. Finally, Sec. 8 concludes.

2 Literature Review

This literature review aims to answer two questions: what do we know that suggests

there an aversion to female breadwinning might matter, and how has both this aversion

and the male breadwinner norm more broadly been tested in research?

2.1 Stated and Revealed Preferences

Stated opinions about gender norms have become more egalitarian over time in several

dimensions, although this egalitarian trend stalled in the 1990s (Fortin, 2015; Cotter,

Hermsen, and Vanneman, 2011; Thornton and Young-DeMarco, 2001).

The World Values Survey is the only to ask about U.S. respondents' views about

women earning more than their husbands. Speci�cally, they ask whether respondents

agree that �If a woman earns more money than her husband, it is almost certain to

cause problems.� In 1995, the fraction that disagreed with the statement was 58%; in

2011 it was 56%, and in 2017 it was 65%. Disagreement has increased.

In recent years, agreement with the statement is also low. Only 12% and 10% said

they agreed (in 2011 and 2017 respectively), with the remainder stating they �neither

agree nor disagree.� However, it's tricky to compare whether this represents a decrease

in agreement over time, since the 1995 wave o�ered di�erent responses.5

At the same time, studies of individuals' preferences about partners suggest that

relative status concerns have long been present and persist. Across countries, women

prioritize partners' earnings, whereas men prioritize younger and more physically attractive

5The earlier wave asked respondents to indicate whether they (strongly) agreed or disagreed, or did
not know. Under the earlier formulation, slightly less than 6% indicated strong agreement and 30%
indicated agreement, with only about 6% saying that they did not know. Either respondents intepret
�do not know� very di�erently from �neither agree nor disagree�, or these views have indeed changed
substantially since the 1990s.
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partners (Buss, 1989). This pattern may not be due to an aversion to female breadwinning,

but due to gender inequalities that make higher-earning partners more valuable for

women than for men (Zentner and Mitura, 2012). Concordantly, as gender inequality

has declined over time, mate preferences appear to be converging across gender (Zentner

and Eagly, 2015).

Stated or reported preferences might overestimate the extent to which society has

moved towards egalitarian views. Experimental evidence has highlighted that, while

both men and women may express high support for women working and egalitarianism,

men dislike when their female partners exceed them in various ways (Fisman, Iyengar,

Kamenica, and Simonson, 2006; Ratli� and Oishi, 2013), and single women appear to

take this expectation into account in their own behavior by presenting themselves as

less interested in high earnings and long hours (Bursztyn, Fujiwara, and Pallais, 2017).

While the evidence reviewed so far indicates evidence of a preference for men to have

higher status in couples, is this preference strong enough to dominate other incentives

that a�ect labor supply decisions? Experimental work looking at whether gender norms

a�ect the choice of specialization in the household suggest that couples do not appear

to be motivated by gender norms, but choose specialization based on who has the

comparative advantage in �working�6 A limitation of this interpretation may be that in

the lab, people might not associate specialization with the real-world status concerns

previously highlighted.

A �nal novel method for inferring revealed preferences against female breadwinning

comes from misreporting in survey data. In married couples in the U.S. where the

administrative tax data shows the wife to be earning more, both women and men

systematically underreport the wife's earnings and overreport the husband's earnings

in surveys, although with the e�ect in the range of 1% to 4%, the authors do not

indicate that this misreporting causes couples to actually misreport who is the higher

earner (Murray-Close and Heggeness, 2018).

In a similar vein, men with more traditional gender role attitudes tend to report more

hours of housework in surveys than in time diaries except in the interesting case when

their time diaries suggest they are performing particularly long hours of housework, in

which case their survey responses underreport compared to time diaries (Kan, 2008).

These misreporting tendencies are suggestive that people may report responses that are

biased towards more �acceptable� values for earnings or housework.

6These papers test the question in di�erent ways: Cochard, Couprie, and Hopfensitz (2018) varies
the returns to work on a private good within a couple while �xing productivity in work on a public
good to be equal, while Görges (2018) studies specialization over two laboratory tasks where couples
may have di�ering productivities, but where productivity in each task is not thought to be correlated
with gender.
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2.2 Tests of the male breadwinner norm

The previous section highlights that there are a range of relative status concerns that

may relate to a male breadwinner norm, and relative income may only be one aspect.

To put the methods used in this paper in context, I review the ways that scholars have

tested for evidence of a male breadwinner norm's impact on actual outcomes, grouped

by the variable proxying for the breadwinner norm.

Relative education

Shifts in patterns of marriage and divorce in relation to relative education are suggestive

that this aspect of relative status in couples has become less important over time, with

higher-educated women now more likely to marry (Bertrand et al., 2016; Fry, 2010;

Torr, 2011; Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos, 2016). The reversal of the marriage pattern

has even been linked directly to the shift towards more positive attitudes about women

working (Bertrand et al., 2016; Pessin, 2018). However, these �ndings cannot necessarily

be extrapolated to the importance of relative income or female breadwinning, as higher-

educated wives still generally do not earn more than their less educated husbands (Qian,

2017; Chudnovskaya and Kashyap, 2020).

Employment status and relative hours

Survey questions referencing the male breadwinner norm and the female homemaker

norm are often presented together,7 but evidence about the e�ects of men's employment

status compared to women's suggests they are not (or are no longer) equally important.

Men's lack of employment, particularly unemployment, is associated with increased

risk of divorce, but women's (un)employment is not (Killewald, 2016; Sayer et al., 2011;

Charles and Stephens, 2004; Eliason, 2012). This e�ect is larger where traditional gender

norms are stronger (Goñalons-Pons and Gangl, 2018) and is not explained by the loss of

income from the husband not working (Killewald, 2016; Charles and Stephens, 2004).

Relatedly, wives who do more total work or more paid work than their husbands also

appear to also have elevated risk for divorce in the U.S. (Bellani, Esping Andersen, and

Pessin, 2018; Tzeng and Mare, 1995) and lower life satisfaction (Fleche, Lepinteur, and

Powdthavee, 2020). (These relationship might also derive from couples with husbands

who are unemployed or underemployed, since these are likely the couples in which the

wife works substantially more than the husband.)

7For example, the General Social Survey asks respondents for their agreement with the statement,�It
is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and the woman takes
care of the home and famil� and the International Social Survey Programme asks � `A man's job is to
earn money; a woman's job is to look after the home and family.�
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Finally, while women's employment in itself does not appear to raise risks of divorce,

shocks to the division of labor within the household may do so. Folk and Rickne (2019)

�nd that women in Sweden that exogenously receive major promotions have higher

divorce rates, owes mostly to couples in which the division of labor was previously

relatively unequal. Similarly, an incentive that led husbands to take more paternity leave

in Sweden is likewise associated with a slightly elevated risk of relationship dissolution,

seemingly among the more previously �traditional� couples (Avdic and Karimi, 2018).

These latter results suggest that disruptions to an established, gendered division of

labor can cause relationship problems.

Relative income

Researchers have attempted to use measures of relative income to infer the existence

of an aversion to female breadwinning using three primary methods: First, by studying

the distribution of relative income among married couples; second, by relating observed

relative earnings to outcomes such as household work, divorce, or labor supply; and

third, by relating measures of potential relative earnings to these same outcomes.

The discontinuity to the right of 0.5 in the distribution of wives' shares of relative

income was the headline result of BKP's study, but a series of follow-up papers have

shown that it is an unreliable method of inferring an aversion to female breadwinning.

Zinovyeva and Tverdostup (2018) show that this discontinuity appears in Finland as

well, but it is primarily the result of couples who work in the same profession or

own a shared business where they split the income and that the fraction of couples

earning the same amount grows with the length of the relationship. Using Swedish

data, Hederos Eriksson and Stenberg (2015) observe that the discontinuity is sensitive to

technical choices, and appears to be caused by a point mass at 0.5, which likewise leads

to a discontinuity to the left of 0.5. Binder and Lam (2018) take a theoretical perspective

and argue that we cannot infer a social norm from a univariate distribution in this way,

because when couples are matched from di�ering but overlapping distributions, such

discontinuities can arise under a range of social norms. Grow and Van Bavel (2020) come

to a similar conclusion by simulating marriage markets in 27 countries and showing

that inequality in the wage distribution between men and women alone can yield this

discontinuity or �cli��, without reference to a social norm. Collectively, this set of studies

cast doubt on the discontinuity as evidence of an aversion to female breadwinning.

A second approach has been to use variables constructed based on observed annual

earnings and estimate their relationships with outcomes of interest. Most commonly,

these measures are implemented as either a continuous variable for the wife's relative

earnings or indicator variables that give a couple's position in the distribution of relative
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earnings.

Within sociology, there is a substantial literature that looks at the relationship

between relative earnings and housework, kicked o� by Brines (1994) who found that

higher relative earnings was associated with lower housework hours for wives, but the

reverse was only true for husbands until the point at which they had equal earnings.

Among female breadwinning couples, wives' relative earnings was negatively associated

with husbands' housework hours. With an additional �nding that women perhaps also

had higher housework hours under female breadwinning (Greenstein, 2000), subsequent

papers have debated whether these �ndings represented �gender deviance neutralization�

or whether they were misspeci�cations of the key variable and controls (Bittman et al.,

2003; Evertsson and Nermo, 2004; Gupta, 2007; Gupta and Ash, 2008).

Observed relative earnings have also been examined as a cause of divorce and is

generally found to be positively linked to divorce, particularly when the wife earns more

(Cooke, 2006; Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons, 2016; Heckert et al., 1998; Liu et al., 2004;

Teachman, 2010; Jalovaara, 2003). These papers associate relative income between one

and four years prior to the measurement of divorce outcomes.

While much of this literature uses cross-sectional data or treats longitudinal data as

pooled cross-sections, more recent papers have attempted to use �xed e�ects estimation

with panel data to �[enhance] their purchase on causality� (England, 2011). BKP use a

�xed e�ects approach as their method for studying the relationship between observed

female breadwinning and wives' labor force participation, the gap in housework hours,

and divorce. Foster and Stratton (2021) focus on relationship dissolution and take a

similar approach with �xed e�ects, using di�erent data sets and including cohabitating

Couples. It's well-known that �xed e�ects is helpful in reducing bias when unobservables

of concern are time-invariant. However, as I will show in subsequent sections, female

breadwinning is related to time-varying unobserved di�erences between couples.

Finally, measures of potential relative earnings provides another alternative to test

for the breadwinner norm, although the interpretation is then more about couples

wishing to avoid norm violation rather than respond to norm violation. Compared to

observed female breadwinning, deciding how to construct potential relative earnings

is less straightforward, and may still lead to problems. For example, BKP construct

a contemporaneous measure of the �probability that the wife earns more� based on

women's predicted earnings distributions and husbands' actual earnings as another

method of estimating the relationship with wives' labor force participation. In this

paper, I show that this measure actually shares similar features to using observed

relative income due to its use of husbands' observed income.

At an earlier point in their paper, BKP also use a measure of predicted relative

earnings for both men and women, but it is de�ned at the aggregate level of a marriage
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market, and they �nd it is negatively related to the marriage rate in a given marriage

market.

Sullivan and Gershuny (2016), joining the sociological housework literature, aim

to separate the e�ect of wives' long-term earnings potential from short-term changes

in relative earnings on married couples' housework hours using a contemporaneous

measure of women's �relative human capital� (which is based on observed educational

attainment and work experience) along with couple �xed e�ects. However, within-

person changes in human capital, including gaining work experience and achieving

higher educational attainment, are likely linked to unobservable � and likely time-

varying � motivation to enter paid work, which in turn may a�ect housework hours.

Finally, Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016) use a measure of predicted relative

earnings that estimates long-run relative earnings 30 years into the future for each

couple-year, to study whether there is selection into marriage such that couples with

wives who have higher expected long-run earnings are more likely to divorce. They �nd

that couples with higher long-run relative earnings potential for wives actually have a

lower risk of divorce among more recent cohorts.

The measure of predicted relative earnings that I use in the last section of the paper

is based on that used by BKP, but replaces husbands' observed earnings with husbands'

predicted earnings. Thus, in contrast to BKP and Sullivan (2011), this measure uses

no observed labor outcomes to generate the relative earnings measure. Similarly to

Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016), it is constructed based on calculating earnings for

individuals with a given set of observable characteristics, but is used to estimate the

e�ects of contemporaneous changes in relative earnings within marriages, rather than

long-run di�erences in relative earnings across marriages.

2.3 Synthesis

It's clear that relative status concerns within couples related to work persist. These

status concerns also suggest that both actual outcomes or potential outcomes might be

at issue, and so both realized relative earnings and potential relative earnings are worth

consideration as potential mechanisms.

Men's unemployment also appears to be relevant for marital satisfaction and divorce,

and this may be one manifestation of the male breadwinner norm. This link suggests

the importance of understanding the extent to which men's employment status is

related to female breadwinning. Some existing evidence supports the idea that men's

unemployment is indeed a driving factor in female breadwinning: intriguingly, Vitali

and Arpino (2016) show that in cross-country regressions, men's unemployment rates

are associated with female breadwinning (but more egalitarian gender norms are not).
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3 Data

Throughout the paper, I use data from four sources: the Panel Study of Income Dynamics,

the U.S. Census and American Community Survey, and two datasets collected as part

of the Current Population Survey, the Annual Social and Economic Supplement and the

American Time Use Survey. Across all surveys, the sample of interest includes married

adults where both members of the couple are between the ages of 18 and 64, where they

are not retired and not enrolled in school. Summary statistics allowing for comparison

of key variables across datasets are included in Appendix A.

The Panel Study of Income Dynamics is a longitudinal survey of households begun

based on a representative national sample in 1968, which follows members of the original

families and their descendents. The interview schedule changed from annual to biennial

in 1997. I use a sample from 1979 to 2013, since 1979 is the �rst year consistent

employment status variables are available for wives. The initial sample includes 93,263

couple-year observations.8

The U.S. Census and American Community Survey are large cross-sectional samples

of the U.S. population. In this paper, I use waves, 1980, 1990, and 2000 of the Census.

For after 2000, when the Census Bureau began conducting the annual American Community

Survey, I pool the years 2005 to 2007 to provide a comparable sample to that used in

the analysis of Census data in BKP.9 This sample includes over 4 million observations.

The Current Population Survey is a smaller nationally representative monthly survey.

I use two modules: the Annual Social and Economic Supplement, which records more

detailed information about earnings and work than the baseline interview, and the

American Time Use Survey, which is itself one of the topics a fraction of CPS respondents

are surveyed about. The ATUS entails a 24-hour time diary, which provides quite

accurate short-term measures of time use. The ATUS sample includes 38,638 observations

between waves 2002 to 2011.

In this analysis, the PSID and the Census data are used for analyzing the relationship

between female breadwinning and wives' labor force participation. In both surveys,

labor force status is recorded with respect to the time of interview, while annual hours

and income are recorded with respect to the prior year10.

The PSID and the ATUS are used for analyzing the relationship between female

breadwinning and housework. The advantage of the PSID is that it is longitudinal and

includes responses for both members of the households, with the disadvantage that it

8Not all analyses in the paper make use of the entire sample.
9BKP instead use 2008 to 2010, as well as 1970, but I choose to not use these years because

respondents are only asked to report their exact weeks worked in the previous year through between
1980 and 2007, which allows for more precise calculation of hourly wages.

10The PSID asks with respect to the prior calendar year, while the Census asks with respect to the
12 months prior to the interview.
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simply asks individuals to estimate how many weekly hours of housework they typically

do, explicitly asks respondents to exclude childcare, and makes one person responsible

for answering for both individuals. The ATUS is likely then more precise, and collects

information on childcare time, but it is cross-sectional and only collects time use for one

individual in the household. Additionally, earnings are collected on a weekly basis rather

than annual. The CPS is used as a supplement to the PSID and ATUS to generate the

same year-speci�c probabilities that a wife would earn more than her husband as used

with Census data.

Finally, the PSID is also used to study the relationship between the likelihood

that a wife earns more and the risk of marital dissolution. Since 1986, the PSID has

collected marital histories for respondents, but these are not available all respondents.

I follow BKP's description in their Online Appendix for coding whether a marriage

ended in divorce or separation in the following year, which infers divorce or separation

for individuals incomplete marital histories.

4 Features of Female Breadwinning

Using the PSID, I study what is happening in households where wives actually earn

more than their husbands. I highlight three facts: �rst, I show that one of the key

features of female breadwinning is low levels of hours on the part of the husband. The

low hours are partially explained by unemployment due to layo�s, but job resignations,

seasonal work, and temporary layo�s are nearly as important.

Second, I show that wives with husbands who are not working full-time (for whatever

reason) have lower labor force participation and hours than wives whose husbands are

working full-time.

Finally, I illustrate that female breadwinning is a dynamic, time-varying process

within couples, with the hours of both husbands and wives changing in the years before

and after spells of female breadwinning. This pattern suggests that husbands' reductions

in work and their correlation with wives' lower labor force participation are time-varying

phenomena that will not be accounted for by including couple �xed e�ects.

The incidence of female breadwinning has increased over time. Fig. 1 shows the

cumulative density for the wife's share of relative income over the last three decades.

This �gure shows that the largest changes over the distribution have occurred at the

margin of wives' having any income at all. For female breadwinning, there is a clear

increase, mostly for wives that earn just more than half but not more than 0.6 of the

couple's total wage income. Even in the most recent period, about half of all couple-year
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observations where we observe female breadwinning are in this range below 0.6.11

While the incidence of female breadwinning has increased, men's employment status

is persistently important for explaining female breadwinning, particularly when the

wife's share of income exceeds 0.6. To illustrate, Fig. 2 graphs the fraction of husbands

and wives that work full-time over 0.1-width bins of relative income, by decade. Hours

and income are both reported with reference to the full calendar year prior to the time

of the interview, and full-time work is characterized as working at least 1,820 hours

over the year (an average of 35 hours per week). Markers are weighted by the number

of observations per bin and time period to illustrate changes in the distributions of

relative income.

For husbands, depicted in Panel (a), between 80-90% work full-time for all bins with

relative income under 0.5. Above this threshold, the fraction working full-time declines

dramatically, with a majority of men not in full-time work in couples with the wife's

relative income exceeding 0.7. Wives's rates of full-time work are almost a mirror image,

although lower by about 0.2 at every level of relative income.

Though rates of full-time work look somewhat symmetric for husbands and wives,

the underlying reasons for not working full-time are quite di�erent, as depicted in Fig. 3.

This �gure displays the rates of unemployment and labor force inactivity for husbands

and wives, again by decade and over the binned distribution of the wife's share of

relative income.12 Both the fraction of husbands unemployed and not in the labor force

are at similar low levels for couples with relative income below 0.5, and increase sharply

� in fact by several times � for couples with relative income above 0.5. While the exact

magnitudes di�er across decades, the pattern is the same. Within each period and bin,

unemployment rates are at least double labor force inactivity rates.13

In contrast, women exhibit low levels of unemployment across the whole distribution

of relative income, and have high levels of labor force inactivity at low levels of relative

income, which explains their low levels of full-time work in this range.

11In some surveys and studies, this range is actually described as couples earning about the same or
about half of total income (Folk and Rickne, 2019; Vitali and Arpino, 2016), but in this paper I treat
0.5 as the threshold of interest.

12Employment status is asked with reference to the time of the interview, while hours, which is used
to calculate full-time rates of work, is asked with respect to the entire previous calendar year. To bring
employment status into closer correspondence with the rate of full-time work, I use the employment
status reported in the previous wave. Note that since the PSID switched to biennial interviews in 1997,
for this latter period the previous wave's employment status in fact corresponds to one calendar year
prior to the year that relative income describes.

13The rates of unemployment and labor force inactivity do not fully account for those not in full-time
work, both since individuals can be partially employed, and because employment status is asked at a
point in time during the interview, while work hours are asked with respect to the full previous calendar
year. Nevertheless, the exact values are likely an underestimate of the total fraction of individuals that
are unemployed or not in the labor force over the course of the year, but since the timing of the interview
is presumably uncorrelated with relative income, the baseline pattern is likely representative.
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While unemployment and labor force inactivity clearly are important to men's

low rates of full-time work among couples with a female breadwinner, the actual job

situations faced by husbands in such couples are heterogenous. Fig. 4 displays the

fraction of husbands over the distribution of relative income who report their last job

in the previous calendar year ending for one of the following reasons: a layo�, a plant or

company closure, their own resignation, the job was temporary or seasonal, or that they

are only temporarily laid o�. Finally, those who report being unemployed and not having

had a job in the previous calendar year are characterized as long-term unemployed.14

Perhaps unsurprisingly, layo�s comprise the largest category particularly among

female-breadwinning couples. However, the second largest category is husbands who

quit their jobs. The implications of these two situations are naturally quite di�erent for

couples, and perhaps a�ect wives' labor force decisions di�erently. The wide range of

employment situations may also be di�cult to fully control for.

Given the relationship between husbands' lower work levels and female breadwinning,

the additional component necessary to yield omitted variables bias is a relationship

between husbands' lower work and that of wives. Fig. 5 demonstrates this, showing

that over most of the past several decades, wives with husbands who are not in full-

time work have lower labor force participation and annual hours compared to wives

whose husbands are in full-time work. The di�erences are not huge, with di�erences in

labor force participation being only a few percentage points at their largest and hours

up to 100 on an annual basis, but given the concentration of men who are not working

full-time among couples experiencing female breadwinning, it could still result in bias.

A �nal, important observation is that husbands' and wives' changes in labor supply

and labor force participation are time-varying in relation to female breadwinning. To

show this, I look at average hours of work for husbands and wives in the four years

before and after a spell of female breadwinning. For couples that experience more than

one spell of female breadwinning, one instance was randomly selected as the reference

period, so that each couple is represented only once.15

Fig. 6, displaying the results of this exercise, shows that men's average hours begin

falling two to three years prior to the occurrence of female breadwinning, are at the

lowest point at time zero, and then return to pre-female breadwinning levels in the

two to three years after the occurrence of female breadwinning. Women's average hours

exhibit essentially the opposite pattern, although the increases in average hours are

smaller than the decreases in husbands' hours. Notably, wives' hours are at their highest

point on average during female breadwinning, and are lower in the years before and

14Only individuals not working at the time of the interview were asked this question.
15This approach means additional spells of female breadwinning may be included during the observed

period for some couples.
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after, consistent with an added worker e�ect. These patterns suggest that the reasons

for husbands' work reductions may precede female breadwinning by some years.

In sum, couples in periods of female breadwinning are distinguished by low levels

of full-time work for husbands, whether they are unemployed or temporarily out of the

labor force. These lower levels of work are correlated with lower levels of labor-force

participation and hours for their wives. The reasons for the low levels of husbands'

work are meaningfully di�erent across couples, and suggest time-varying unobserved

heterogeneity in the years before and after female breadwinning.

5 Framework for Estimation

To estimate the relationship between female breadwinning and wives' labor force participation,

we can consider the following model:

LFP = β(WifeMore) + ε (1)

Naturally, in order for β̂ to be an unbiased estimate of the true β in this model,

WifeMore must be uncorrelated with ε. However, the previous section showed that

female breadwinning is related to husbands' reductions in work, which in turn are

related to lower levels of labor force participation for wives. Since I showed that husbands'

reductions in work represent a variety of situations, I will simply refer to �OV� as

a placeholder for the variables that would fully characterize husbands' reductions in

work. We can rewrite this model instead as:

LFP = β(WifeMore) + δOV+ µ (2)

We can assume given the previous section that Cov(WifeMore,OV) 6= 0. If likewise

δ 6= 0, and we cannot fully control for OV, we will have omitted variables bias in

estimating β̂.

Typical controls for demographic characteristics and income are unlikely to fully

control for OV.While in theory, detailed information about employment and job statuses

might help to reduce the bias, the range of reasons for reductions in work previously

illustrated suggests that fully controlling for the unobserved reasons for husbands'

reductions in work is likely to be challenging.

The previous section provided evidence suggesting that δ < 0, implying that β̂ is

biased downwards away from zero. If this relationship were time-invariant, including

couple �xed-e�ects would address it. There are plausible such scenarios: for example, if

the husband has a permanent disability that prevents him from working, and the wife

has to care for him, she may �nd it di�cult to stay in the labor force.
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However, there are also numerous time-varying scenarios. Taking the example of

disability, a husband might experience a temporary disability for which the wife needs

to temporarily leave the labor force. For a husband experiencing unemployment, the

local labor market may be in a downturn, in which case the wife may be discouraged

from seeking work or end up working few hours over the course of the year if it takes

a long time to �nd a job. To take an entirely di�erent perspective, suppose a husband

has quit his job in anticipation of moving to a new job in another city, and his wife

leaves the labor force for a period of time to help arrange the transition.

These are merely a few possible examples, but they demonstrate the plausibility

of this time-varying relationship. As a result, any estimation that uses a measure of

WifeMore based on the observed earnings of the husband and wife is likely to yield

this bias. In theory, it might be possible to instrument for female breadwinning with a

su�ciently large exogenous shock, but any such valid instrument is likely to be relevant

only to a small fraction of female breadwinning. In contrast, estimating the e�ect

of potential female breadwinning should yield an unbiased estimate, as long as it is

constructed to be uncorrelated husbands' actual reductions in work and there are no

other problematic omitted variables.

In the next section, I replicate the results from BKP and show that the negative

relationship they �nd between female breadwinning and wives' labor force participation

likely owes to this omitted variable bias.

6 Replication of Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan (2015)

In replicating and reassessing BKP's results within marriage, I �nd that both approaches

they use �nd a negative relationship with labor force participation and a positive

relationship with wives' housework because a key source of variation comes from husbands'

reductions in work during periods of female breadwinning, which is correlated with lower

labor force participation for wives.

6.1 Overview of BKP

BKP are ambitious in the range of datasets and outcomes they study to provide evidence

for the impact of the breadwinner norm, so for clarity I summarize what their paper

does and what parts I replicate and reassess.

The �rst part of their paper studies the discontinuity in the distribution of the wife's

share of relative income at 0.5 as a sign of aversion to female breadwinning. Earlier in the

literature review, I summarized the set of papers that study this discontinuity analysis.

While it was a novel strategy, the later papers �nd that the result itself is sensitive and
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likely not informative about the breadwinner norm.

The next part of the paper focuses on the margin of sorting, studying the relationship

between potential relative earnings of a randomly matched women and man in (hypothetical)

marriage markets and the marriage rate and �nding a negative relationship even when

using an instrumental variables approach.

The remainder of BKP's work focuses on the analysis of married couples, based on

the hypothesis that adjustments in labor supply and marital dissolution in relation to

female breadwinning may also re�ect gender identity concerns. These aspects are the

focus of this paper's replication and reassessment.

Within this section, the �rst analysis focuses on the relationship between the predicted

probability that wives would earn more than their husbands and their labor force

participation and earnings, using the Census and ACS data. The measure used combines

a predicted measure of earnings for wives and observed earnings for husbands, which

turns out to raise the problem of omitted variable bias. They �nd a strong negative

relationship between this measure and wives' labor force participation. Next, they

consider marital stability and marital satisfaction in relation to female breadwinning

using the National Survey of Families and Households, with an indicator variable for

whether the wife earned more in previous years, �nding that female breadwinning is

associated with lower marital satisfaction and increased probability of divorce.16

Next, BKP turn to studying home production using the ATUS. Here again they use

an indicator variable for whether the wife earned more than the husband, though it is

in terms of weekly earnings, as collected in the CPS. They interact the indicator for

female breadwinning with the respondent's sex, and show that female breadwinning

is positively associated with wives' housework hours but has no relationship with

husbands' housework hours.

Finally, BKP reexamine the relationship between labor force participation, housework

hours, and divorce using the PSID, with which they can include couple �xed e�ects. For

housework, the key variable is the gap in weekly housework hours, rather than wives'

absolute hours. Throughout this section, they use an indicator variable for whether the

wife earned more in time t − 1, and look at the e�ects on labor force participation

in time t, contemporaneous housework hours in time t − 1, and divorce probabilities

in time t and t + 1. They �nd strong negative and positive relationships for labor

force participation and housework respectively, and a weaker positive relationship with

divorce.

16Since female breadwinning is intertwined with men's unemployment, and men's unemployment is
clearly linked to divorce, it's again possible that it is unemployment rather than female breadwinning
itself that generates these associations.
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6.2 BKP's Longitudinal Analysis

While BKP are clear that their analyses are not necessarily causal, it is natural to think

of an outcome measured after the occurrence of female breadwinning as a consequence

of it. However, the descriptive analysis from earlier in the paper suggests that female

breadwinning is associated with men's reductions in work that may start some years

prior to the occurrence of female breadwinning, and one possibility is that the correlation

between wives' and husbands' labor outcomes yields the negative relationship between

female breadwinning and wives' subsequent labor force participation. If so, we would

expect female breadwinning to be negatively associated with women's labor force participation

even in the years preceding the occurrence of female breadwinning. The results of this

section support this prediction.

BKP use the following estimating equation for the longitudinal analysis:

yi,t = β1(WifeMorei,t−1) +X ′j,t−1βk + δt + µi + εi,t

The key variable of interest is WifeMore, an indicator for whether the wife earned

more in time t − 1, and in BKP's analysis the dependent variables of interest include

labor force participation, the intra-couple gap in weekly housework hours (wives' hours

minus husbands' hours) and divorce.17

I replicate the baseline speci�cation from BKP, which includes the husband and

the wife's respective log earnings, the log of their total earnings, indicators for whether

only the husband or the wife is working, quadratics in the husband and wife's respective

ages, and year and state �xed e�ects, and couple �xed e�ects. In BKP, the coe�cient

on WifeMore for the gap in housework hours is not signi�cantly di�erent from zero in

the baseline speci�cation, so I add the controls used in the �rst speci�cation for which

it is highly signi�cant, which includes the wife's share of relative income and a cubic in

husbands' and wives' log earnings.

In addition to the replication, I estimate the same speci�cations with dependent

variables from up to two calendar years before and after the reference period for female

labor force participation in BKP, time t.18 Female breadwinning is measured in time t,

but with reference to time t− 1. Finally, to highlight the role of husband's work, I also

consider husbands' annual hours as a dependent variable in the same way.

The sample for the PSID is constructed based on the same criteria as in BKP,

including the restriction that only couples where at least one of the members had

positive income in the year prior to the reference period, time t, are included. BKP

17In divorce, one additional lag is included for all income-related variables with the motivation that
divorce takes time.

18Naturally, this analysis is not feasible with divorce.
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include couples through the 2009 wave, while I include couples through 2013.

Since the PSID has been conducted biennially since 1997, we only observe variables

that are collected in time t−2, t, and t+2 for this later period. In the main speci�cation

I use all years available for each relative time period, but I also estimate the results

for the pre-1997 period and post-1997 period in each case as well. Finally, I restrict

observations to those who are observed from time t − 2 to time t + 2,19 and exclude

couples who have skipped interview years within the period that they are observed in

the survey to ensure that relative time periods are correct with respect to calendar

time.

6.2.1 Results

The results are displayed in Fig. 7.20 Although the sample size is substantially smaller

than in BKP due to the restriction to observe each couple two years before and after a

given observation, the main speci�cation using all available years (in black) quite closely

replicates BKP's results, with a point estimate of -0.025 for labor force participation in

time t and 0.62 for housework in time t− 1.21

The key feature of in Panels (a) and (b) is that the coe�cient for labor force

participation is negative and statistically signi�cant for periods t − 2 to t + 1, and

it is positive (though not always signi�cant at the 5% level) for housework over the

same periods22. In other words, female breadwinning in time t − 1 is associated with

lower labor force participation not only after the occurrence of female breadwinning,

but also during the same year that it occurs and the prior year.

Finally, Panel (c) provides additional evidence that husbands' reductions in hours

are strongly associated with female breadwinning, with negative and highly signi�cant

coe�cients for the periods t − 2 to t, and the largest in magnitude being associated

with year that female breadwinning is measured, t− 1, with a coe�cient of -103.

These patterns are hard to reconcile with the interpretation that women are decreasing

their labor force participation due to an aversion to female breadwinning or increasing

their housework hours to compensate for it. However, even if women do not decrease

their labor force participation in response to female breadwinning, it does not rule

out that couples might nevertheless dislike the switch to a female breadwinner, even

temporarily, and it could negatively a�ect marital satisfaction and the risk of divorce,

19I conduct an additional check removing this restriction, but the results are largely unchanged.
20Tabulated results may be found in Appendix B.
21These values compare to -0.019 in Col. 1 of Panel A and 1.048 in Col. 3 of Panel C, both in Table 7

of BKP. While the coe�cient I estimate for housework is smaller, the 95% con�dence interval includes
1.048.

22For both outcomes and all speci�cations, the coe�cients are not statistically di�erent from zero
for time t+ 2.

20



as several papers have found.

6.3 BKP's Cross-sectional analysis

Another straightforward test of omitted variables bias is to use an alternative measure

that is uncorrelated with the likely omitted variables. To carry out this test, I replicate

and adapt BKP's cross-sectional analyses of labor force participation and housework by

modifying their measure of the predicted probability that the wife earns more. If their

results are biased by omitted variables in the way I have hypothesized, using a measure

of the predicted probability that the wife earns more that is uncorrelated with men's

actual reductions in work and income should yield a less negative relationship for labor

force participation and a more negative relationship for housework hours.

In the cross-sectional labor analysis, BKP's goal is to generate a measure of the

likelihood that a wife would earn more than her husband that can be calculated even

for women who are not working. They come up with a solution to this problem by

generating a predicted distribution of annual earnings for each woman and comparing

it to the observed annual earnings of the husband, yielding a measure between zero and

one that we interpret as the likelihood that a wife would earn more than her husband.

The advantage of this measure is that it isolates the relative component of earnings

from levels of earnings. However, it has two disadvantages: �rst, it is based on annual

earnings rather than hourly wages, which are a better proxy for potential earnings.

Second, since it is constructed using husbands' observed earnings, it still may yield

omitted variables bias.

BKP's measure of relative earnings is constructed as follows: they assign every

woman (regardless of working status) a distribution of potential earnings by calculating

the vigintiles of the annual earnings distribution for the working women with the same

state, age group (�ve-year intervals), race (three categories), educational attainment

(�ve levels), and year. Denote each vigintile of earnings as Ŵ i
w,a, for i = 1, ..., 19, with

the wife's demographic group given by a.

Next, they compare each of the moments of the assigned distribution for a given

wife to her husband's observed annual earningsWm, generating a value of one if a given

moment for the wife exceeds the husband's earnings. Finally, they average across the

19 moments. To be concrete, this measure is computed as:

PrWifeMore1 =
1

19

19∑
i=1

1(Ŵ i
w,a > Wm)

One of the ways that I adapt this measure is by constructing the same type of

distribution for hourly wages rather than for earnings, where hourly wages are calculated
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by dividing annual wage income by hours worked (which in turn is the product of weeks

worked in the previous year and usual weekly hours). The variation in women's hours

is likely an important source of variation in BKP's key measure, and arguably does not

re�ect variation in potential earnings.23

This adaptation gives the following measure, where ω indicates the hourly wage:

PrWifeMore2 =
1

19

19∑
i=1

1(ω̂iw,a > ωm)

A second way I adapt the key measure is to construct men's potential earnings

in the same way as for women, �rst using annual earnings of similar men, and then

using hourly wages. To construct the overall measure for the probability that the wife

earns more, I compare each corresponding moment of the wife and husband's respective

distributions and average across these 19 comparisons. These changes give the following

two measures, where a indicates the demographic group of the wife and b that of the

husband:

PrWifeMore3 =
1

19

19∑
i=1

1(Ŵ i
w,a > Ŵ i

m,b)

PrWifeMore4 =
1

19

19∑
i=1

1(ω̂iw,a > ω̂im,b)

Like BKP, I use the U.S. Census and American Community Survey, accessed from

IPUMS (Ruggles, Flood, Goeken, Grover, Meyer, Pacas, and Sobek, 2018). As in their

analysis, I include married households with both members between the ages of 18 and 64

where the husband worked positive hours in the prior year. I will note that the sample

I use is di�erent with respect to years: BKP include decennial U.S. Census waves from

1970 to 2000, and then use a pooled sample from the 2008-2010 American Community

Survey as their most recent year, while my sample does not include 1970 and has a

pooled sample of the 2005-2007 waves of the American community survey as the most

recent wave.24 Table A3 provides summary statistics.

The sample of married couples is de�ned in nearly the same way for the ATUS as

23While there is evidence for a part-time wage penalty (e.g. Manning and Petrongolo (2008); Bardasi
and Gornick (2008); McGinnity and McManus (2007)), it is on the order of 10 to 30%. A woman who
works 20 hours a week in a given occupation likely has annual earnings less than half that of a woman
who works 40 hours per week, but most of this di�erence is due to the choice of hours, not a di�erence
in their potential earnings.

24In 2008, the American Community Survey stopped asking respondents for the exact number of
weeks worked. As a result, the estimation of hourly wages (wage income divided by weeks worked
multipled by usual weekly hours) is less precise than in years prior to this change.
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for the Census/ACS, except that couples are only excluded if both were not working

as of the survey. The key variable of interest is non-market work, constructed exactly

as in BKP to include child care and chores.The sample likewise includes ATUS waves

2002 to 2011.

For the cross-sectional housework analysis using the ATUS, the key measure is

simply an indicator variable for female breadwinning interacted with whether the respondent

is female.

For the sake of comparison, I estimate results for both labor force participation and

housework time using an indicator for whether the wife earned more, as well as the four

di�erent measures of the probability that the wife earns more.

More speci�cally, for labor force participation, BKP's baseline estimating equation

is as follows:

LFPj = β0 + β1(PrWifeMorek) + γwi + β2(lnHusbIncome) + (X ′j)β3 + εj (3)

The j subscript refers to the individual couple. In all speci�cations, γwi refers to the

full set of vigintiles of the wife's estimated earnings or hourly wage distribution, with

i indicating the vigintile, and additional controls include the log of husbands' annual

earnings as well as year �xed e�ects, state �xed e�ects, wife and husband's race, the

wife and husband's �ve-year age-groups, and the wife and husband's educational levels,

with standard errors clustered at the level of the wife's demographic group.

For non-market work, the analogous baseline equation is:

TotalNMWorkj = β0 + β1(female×WifeMorej) + β2(femalej) + β3(WifeMorej)+

β4(lnWifeIncj) + β5(femalej × lnWifeIncj) + β6(lnHusbIncj)+

β7(femalej × lnHusbIncj) + β8(lnTotIncj) + β9(femalej × lnTotIncj)+

β10(Xj) + β11(femalej ×Xj) + εj

(4)

Since housework time is only observed for one member of the household all variables

are interacted with the respondent's sex. Beyond those explicitly listed, controls include

include year, state, and day of the week �xed e�ects, dummy variables for whether only

the husband or wife are working respectively, the wife and husband's race and education

groups, and a quadratic in the husband and wife's ages.

To adapt these speci�cations to use each of the �ve measures of actual or probable

female breadwinning, I make the following changes: when the variable of interest is
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whether the wife actually earned more, I include controls for the log of the husband

and wife's income, the log of their total income, and dummy variables for whether only

the wife or only the husband had income, excluding predicted earnings distribution

measures. When I instead use his observed earnings or hourly wage in constructing

PrWifeMorek along with the predicted earnings or wages for wives, controls are included

for the log of his earnings or hourly wage and the full set of predicted vigintiles for wives.

Where the husband's potential earnings or wages are estimated in the same way as for

women, I also control for the vigintiles of his distribution, and I exclude the controls

for the log of his income or wages. In all regressions, I include state and year �xed

e�ects and controls for the race, educational attainment25, and �ve-year age groups of

both the wife and the husband.26 Finally, for regressions with non-market work, I also

include day of the week �xed e�ects. When the wife's earnings are predicted, standard

errors are clustered at the level of her demographic group, and when both are predicted

they are clustered using the combination of their demographic groups.

Census data is used to construct the measures of the probability that a wife earns

more for the labor force analysis, while CPS data is used to construct the same measures

for use with the ATUS.

6.3.1 Replication Results

Col. 1 in Table 1 uses an indicator for female breadwinning. The coe�cient on WifeMore

is negative and similar in magnitude to the result using the PSID, at -0.016. Col.

2 displays the result for exactly replicating BKP's cross-sectional analysis, given my

sample.27 The coe�cient on PrWifeMore1 is -0.20, which is the same sign but more

negative than what they �nd (about -0.14), perhaps owing to that I use slightly di�erent

years. In Col. 3, where I use hourly wages but nevertheless compare wives' estimated

earnings distribution to the husband's observed wage, the coe�cient on PrWifeMore2

is -0.09, still signi�cant and negative but smaller in magnitude. In Col. 4, where the

key measure is constructed using estimated distributions of annual earnings for both

the husband and wife, the coe�cient on PrWifeMore3 is yet again smaller but also

still negative and signi�cant, with a point estimate of -0.052. Finally, in Col. 5, where

I use estimated distributions of hourly wages for both the husband and the wife, the

coe�cient on PrWifeMore4 is 0.059, which is statistically signi�cant at the 1% level.

While the focus of BKP's analysis is on labor force participation, they do also include

in their online appendix results for the relationship with the log of weekly hours. When

25I use four levels of educational attainment rather than �ve, grouping together those who have a
college degree and those who have an additional higher degree.

26Age groups replace the quadratic in age used in the original non-market work analysis.
27This regression corresponds to Table 2, Col. 2 in their paper

24



I replicate these results using the di�erent versions of PrWifeMore in Table 2, I do still

�nd negative and signi�cant coe�cients. This could still be suggestive of an aversion

to female breadwinning where women adjust on the less costly margin of hours rather

than the margin of labor force participation.

Finally, Table 3 reports the results of a similar analysis for nonmarket work using

the ATUS. In this setting, all variables are interacted with a dummy for �Female� to

capture the di�erential e�ects that female breadwinning may have for husbands or the

wives, given that we only observe the time use of one member from the couple. Thus,

for each regression, the main measure of female breadwinning and its interaction with

female are reported. The total marginal e�ect of female breadwinning for wives implied

by this approach is β1+β2(FemaleBreadwinningMeasure), for a given measure. Since

the PrWifeMore measures are continuous, the implied marginal e�ects vary linearly over

the distribution of PrWifeMore.

Col. 1 replicates BKP's original estimation.28 As in the original result, the coe�cient

on F ×WifeMore is positive, though in this case it is signi�cant only at the 10% level.

The coe�cient onWifeMore is close to zero and not signi�cant. Putting these together,

female breadwinning is associated with more market work for women (compared to non-

breadwinning women) but not for men.

For the sake of comparison with the labor supply results, Cols. 2-5 report the results

using the various adaptations of PrWifeMore. Without making too much of the exact

implied marginal e�ects, the coe�cients in Cols. 2 and 3, where the measures used

include the husband's observed earnings or wage, the interactions with female are

positive (and signi�cant for Col. 3), and the coe�cients on the measure without the

interaction are negative. For Col. 4, both are not signi�cantly di�erent from zero, and

for Col. 5 predicted values of the husband's and wife's wages are used, the signs �ip,

and the marginal e�ect of female breadwinning is instead negatively associated with

non-market hours for women.

These results are consistent with what we would expect if omitted variables bias the

results for measures of female breadwinning that include observed income. When the

key measures of female breadwinning are uncorrelated with husbands' actual reductions

in work, the relationship with wives' labor force participation is positive and with non-

market work is negative.

To provide one �nal piece of evidence, Fig. 8 show that reductions in husbands'

earnings do appear to drive much of the variation in the variables that use husband's

observed earnings or wages. Moreover, Fig. 9 shows that these negative shocks are

for most couples temporary (consistent with the descriptive evidence), with husbands'

earnings returning to similar levels as prior to the spell of female breadwinning in the

28Speci�cally, it corresponds to Col. 3 of Table 6.

25



subsequent period.

To generate these �gures, I return to the data on couples from the PSID, where

both members of the couple are between the ages of 18 and 64. I use the measures for

PrWifeMorek constructed with corresponding waves of the Current Population Survey's

Annual Social and Economic Supplement, which gives me a larger sample than the PSID

itself such that I can exactly follow the methodology used for the Census and the ACS.

Next, I calculate the percentage change in husbands' earnings and log wages relative

to the prior year for men who worked in three consecutive years (the reason for using

three rather than two will become clear below). Concretely, I compute δ = µt−1−µt−2

µt−2
,

where µ represents the income or wage as relevant. Since this measure is unbounded

from above, I restrict the sample to those between the 1st and 99th percentiles of the

distribution of either income changes or wage changes.

My goal is to graphically relate the relationship between these changes in earnings

and wages to the PrWifeMorek measures. However, by nature of their construction,

PrWifeMore1 and PrWifeMore3 (those for which the moments of the wife's distribution

are compared to the husband's observed earnings or wages) take on only 20 unique

values, whereas PrWifeMore2 and PrWifeMore4 take on many more possible values.

To facilitate comparison, I assign the couples to �xed-width bins based on the values

calculated for each PrWifeMorek measure, where the bins are centered around the 20

possible values that PrWifeMore1 and PrWifeMore2 can take on. Next, within each bin

I calculate the median of the income or wage changes for the husbands falling within

that bin. To give some sense of how couples are distributed across these values, the size

of the markers is weighted by the number of couples in the bin.

Panel (a) displays the median income change from the last period across the distribution

of PrWifeMore1 and PrWifeMore3 (both are based on annual earnings, but the former

uses the husband's observed earnings while the latter constructs his predicted distribution

of earnings). Analogously, Panel (b) shows the same relationship between PrWifeMore2

and PrWifeMore4. Two patterns are clear: �rst, for the measures that uses husbands'

observed earnings or wages, the median income changes become increasingly negative

for higher values of PrWifeMorek, whereas there is no trend in median income changes

across the distributions of the variables constructed with husbands' predicted income

or wages.

Finally, I compare changes in income and wages between t−2 and t−1 to the changes
in income and wages between t−2 and t (keeping in mind that it is the observed earnings
and wages of the husband in time t−1 that are used for calculating the measures). The

results are displayed in Fig. 9. Although high values of the measures of PrWifeMore

using men's observed earnings or wages were associated with large reductions between

time t− 2 to time t− 1, there is little evidence of decline persisting to t.
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From these �gures, we can conclude that negative shocks to men's earnings and

wages indeed contribute substantially to the variation in PrWifeMore1 and PrWifeMore3,

which use husbands' observed earnings and wages respectively in their construction, and

that these negative shocks are largely temporary. This pattern supports that the same

omitted variables bias problem that appears to be present when using an indicator for

the female breadwinning is likely also present when using PrWifeMore constructed with

observed earnings for husbands.

These comparisons imply that to have a measure of potential relative earnings that

does not su�er from this omitted variables bias, it's necessary to predict earnings for

both the husband and the wife. However, this does not in itself mean that the positive

coe�cient on PrWifeMore4 is the �true� one, as the predicted values of the probability

of wife earning more may instead be biased upwards, for example due to the omission of

unobserved ability. Thus, in the �nal section of the paper, I estimate this relationship

again using the longitudinal PSID, controlling for unobserved ability by including couple

�xed e�ects.

7 When wives become likely to earn more

The goal of this paper is to understand what happens to wives' labor force participation

when wives actually earn more and when they become more likely to earn more. Having

gained insights into what is happening when wives actually earn more through the

reassessment of BKP's results, in this section I study what happens when wives become

more likely to earn more. The previous sections suggest a straightforward approach to

estimating the e�ect of an increase in the likelihood of female breadwinning: to use a

measure constructed based on predicted earnings for both husbands and wives. As such,

this measure will be uncorrelated with the actual changes in husbands' employment and

hours. Moreover, with longitudinal data we can use couple �xed e�ects to net out time

invariant characteristics such as individual ability or tastes for work or a couple's overall

relationship quality that may also bias cross-sectional estimates.

I estimate an equation similar to that used in the cross-sectional analysis, with the

key di�erence being that I can include couple �xed e�ects in using the PSID:

yt,j = β0 + β1(PrWifeMoret,j) + γwt,i + γwt,i + (X ′t,j)β3 + µj + εt,j (5)

The subscript j indicates a couple. As in the rest of the paper, the outcomes yt,j

include wives' labor force participation and the intra-couple gap in housework hours.

However, it's possible that the e�ect of avoiding norm violation in response to a shock

goes instead via selection out of marriage rather than adjustment in labor supply itself,
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which would attenuate any e�ect on labor force participation. Thus, I also consider the

e�ect of within-couple changes in potential relative earnings on divorce and separation

in the following year.

To capture potential relative earnings, I again use PrWifeMore4 (and hereafter drop

the subscript). The use of this variable allows consistency and comparison with the

previous section. It also has the advantage of isolating the absolute changes in the levels

of wives' and husbands' potential earnings distribution (included as controls indicated

by γwt,i and γ
h
t,i for the husband and wife respectively) from the likelihood that the wife

might earn more, under the implicit assumption that the potential earnings of each

are drawn randomly from this distribution. Additional controls given by Xt,j include

whether they have a child, the wife and husband's �ve-year age group, educational

attainment, race, and state of residence and year �xed e�ects.

Conditional on having selected into marriage, I consider the within-couple changes

in the probability that the wife earns more to be exogenous. When couples match, their

decision may be conditional on the other partner's earnings potential, but once married,

subsequent changes in PrWifeMore owe to aggregate changes in potential earnings to

individuals with particular charactersitics, such as increases in the returns to a college

degree.

A potential problem with this interpretation would be if characteristics that determine

potential earnings change endogenously after marriage. The key measure of interest is

estimated using each member of the couple's education, state of residence, age group,

and race. While race does not change and age evolves exogenously, it's possible that

an individual attains a higher level of education or that a couple moves in order to

improve the potential earnings for one or both members of the couple. In this case,

estimates of the relationship between PrWifeMore might be biased upwards from zero.

To check, I re-estimate the main analysis on a sub-sample with constant characteristics

since marriage.

Another concern might be whether this aggregate measure of potential earnings is

su�ciently related to within-couple changes in relative earnings potential. To provide

some reassurance on this point, I also estimate the main equation by replacing the

dependent variable with whether the wife actually earned more or whether she had a

higher wage than her husband (the latter only for wives who are working).

7.1 Results

Panel (a) Table 4 presents the main results for labor force participation, housework,

and divorce. The results of this table can be summarized succinctly: for labor force

participation, annual hours, and the weekly gap in housework, the coe�cients on
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PrWifeMore, across both versions of the variable, for both OLS and FE, and for both

contemporaneous and next-period labor supply imply quite precise null e�ects. For

divorce, there is a negative and signi�cant coe�cient on PrWifeMore using OLS, but

it is again insigni�cant and precisely centered at zero when couple �xed e�ects are

included.

Naturally, the interpretation for OLS and FE are somewhat di�erent, though both

yield insigni�cant coe�cients closely centered around zero. The OLS speci�cation here

(speci�cally from Panel (a), Col. 1) is essentially identical to the estimation using the

Census and ACS data in the previous section. The fact that this coe�cient is close

to zero rather than positive may re�ect di�erences in data structure, such that there

likely less cross-sectional variation since the sample of married individuals in the PSID

contains many of the same individuals observed at each year of their marriage.29

The �xed-e�ects regressions are not, of course, directly comparable to the results

in the previous section using the ACS/Census. The precisely estimated null coe�cients

for labor force participation, hours, and housework suggest that even large changes to

the relative earnings potential within a couple does not cause wives to change their

behavior in these respects. The OLS result for divorce, which is negative and highly

signi�cant at -0.012, suggests that couples where the wife has a relatively higher earnings

potential may have lower divorce risk when comparing across couples, but the fact that

it becomes insigni�cant when couple �xed e�ects are added suggests that such couples

may have a higher relationship quality to begin with, and does not re�ect a response to

the likelihood of female breadwinning. This result provides an interesting comparison

to Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016), who estimate a discrete-time hazard model for

divorce where long-run potential relative earnings is the variables of interest. They �nd

that in more recent cohorts, a couple with a wife that has higher potential earnings

than her husband at marriage is actually negatively associated with divorce, likewise

suggesting the same sort of selection e�ect.

7.1.1 Fixing the sample to couples with constant characteristics

Among couples for whom PrWifeMore is de�ned, about 13% do not live in the same state

in the last period they are observed as a couple as in the �rst period they are observed.

Likewise, about one-third of both husbands and wives have a higher educational degree

29To provide some more insight on the potential di�erences and similarities in using the PSID and the
Census/ACS, Appendix A6 replicates the BKP result and other versions of the PrWifeMore variable.
As in the original BKP result and the replication in the previous section, the replication with the
PSID yields a negative and signi�cant coe�cient, though it is smaller in magnitude than when using
Census/ACS data. Also in line with earlier results, switching to versions of the key variable that use
hourly wages or a predicted distribution of earnings or wages for the husband results in coe�cients
that are smaller in magnitude or insignii�cantly di�erent from zero.
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in the last period than in the �rst (32% and 35% respectively). Altogether, nearly half

of couples in the sample (47%) experience one of these three changes during the period

they are observed in the PSID.

Panel (b) Table 4 looks at the e�ects of PrWifeMore on labor force participation,

annual hours worked using a sample restricted to those whose observable characteristics

are constant from the �rst period of observation as a married couple in the PSID. Given

that this restriction substantially reduces the number of couples, the standard errors

in these regressions are larger than the corresponding baseline regressions. Overall,

however, the results are quite similar to those without the restriction, including that

the coe�cient for divorce without couple �xed e�ects is negative and signi�cant, at

-0.015. Changes in characteristics over time thus do not appear to meaningfully a�ect

the results.

7.1.2 Assessing the validity of the within-couple analysis

One concern with using PrWifeMore in the �xed e�ects analysis, given its aggregate

nature, may be whether it is su�ciently related to within-couple changes in relative

potential earnings over time.

A di�culty with assessing this point is that the true potential earnings of each

member of the household are unobserved. However, it's possible to indirectly test the

relevance of the PrWifeMore measures. Table 5 considers the same speci�cation as in

the earlier analyses, but with the outcomes being whether the wife does earn more

or whether she has a higher wage (the latter only for those who are working positive

hours).

Col. 1 gives the OLS result for whether the wife earns more income on an annual

basis. The coe�cient is positive and highly signi�cant, at 0.042. With �xed e�ects in

Col. 2, the coe�cient is insigni�cant and close to zero (0.002). For whether the wife

has a higher wage conditional on working, both coe�cients are positive and signi�cant,

with 0.056 and 0.025 for the OLS and FE speci�cations respectively in Cols. 3 and 4.

There are two points to note about these results. First, though the measure is

de�ned at an aggregate level, these aggregate changes over time in the relative earnings

distributions are signi�cantly related to the likelihood that the wife actually could earn

more within a given couple. Second, only very large changes over time in the aggregate

relative earnings distributions given by PrWifeMore are likely to have an economically

meaningful impact on the likelihood that the wife does or could earn more for a given

couple � and even so, probably only if they are close to the threshold to begin with.

It is possible that it is underpowered in testing our key hypothesis to the extent that

it cannot exploit su�ciently large changes in the true likelihood that the wife earns
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more within a couple over time. On the other hand, this limitation also underscores

the importance of the initial matching decision: given that couples are unlikely to face

a reversal of who has higher potential earnings, potential relative earnings in married

couples is mostly determined at the time of marriage.

7.1.3 Variation over time

Attitudes towards gender norms have become more egalitarian over time. It's possible

that the null e�ects from when pooling all time periods are the result of heterogenous

e�ects over time.

To address this possibility, I split the sample of couples in the PSID into quartiles by

year of marriage and re-estimate the �xed e�ects equation for labor force participation,

hours, housework, and divorce for couple-year observations with a year of marriage in

each quartile.

Panels (a) to (d) of Table 6 present these results. Naturally, splitting the sample

makes all standard errors larger. Even examining the point estimates, there are no

evident patterns over time.

8 Conclusion

In this paper, I re-examine the importance of an aversion to female breadwinning for

married couples in the U.S., in terms of wives' labor force participation, the intra-couple

gap in housework hours, and the risk of marital dissolution. An aversion to female

breadwinning is one of the possible salient aspects of the so-called �male breadwinner

norm,� which has often been studied in isolation from the other major aspect, namely

men's lack of employment.

A �rst result of this paper is to show that men's work and female breadwinning

should be studied together because they are instrinsically related: reductions in men's

work are a key factor driving female breadwinning and these are not only due to

unemployment. Next, wives of husbands who work less than full-time themselves have

lower labor force participation. Together, these facts imply a potential problem of

omitted variable bias when using measures of female breadwinning based on couples'

observed income.

Using BKP for comparison, I replicate their results for the e�ects of female breadwinning

within marriage, and demonstrate evidence of this omitted variable bias. While estimating

the e�ect of realized female breadwinning is hampered by this bias, I show that it is

possible to obtain an unbiased estimate of the e�ect of an increase in the likelihood of

a wife earning more. Using the measure adapted with BKP on longitudinal data from
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the PSID, I show that there does not appear to be any relationship between an increased

probability of female breadwinning and labor force participation or housework. Although

marital dissolution as an alternative response is theoretically possible, I likewise �nd

no relationship with divorce or separation after conditioning on couple �xed e�ects.

These �ndings are relevant for the literature studying the male breadwinner norm,

particularly in terms of the e�ects of observed relative income. They suggest that the

problem of omitted variable bias described here may well be present in other studies.

Moreover, while work in this area has often separately studied relative income as

compared to men's unemployment as factors related to the male breadwinner norm,

another implication is that these features likely need to be considered simultaneously to

understand which is actually the underlying cause. For example, there is work showing

that a higher share of income for the wife is positively related to divorce, but such a

result might simply be picking up the e�ect of men's unemployment on divorce.

These results suggest that if the breadwinner norm has an impact on behavior, it

is most likely at the margin of sorting into marriage, with little additional impact

of changes in the probability of the wife earning more evident after selection into

marriage. If the breadwinner norm is primarily important for determining the initial

sorting into marriage and has little impact after this initial decision, this �nding has

implications for how we might think about observed gender inequality among couples

more generally. A great deal of work has gone into studying the e�ect of policies

designed to incentivize greater labor force participation and labor supply of women after

the birth of children, such as parental leave reforms, child care subsidies, and daycare

expansions. Recent research has shown limited e�ects of many such interventions on

reducing within-household inequality, and this paper hints at a possible explanation: if

important decisions that generate within-household inequality are taken at the time of

partnering, it may be that relatively little impact can be had after that point. More

attention should be given to studying how gender norms relate to couple formation and

what policies might a�ect whether couples form more or less initially �equal� unions.
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10 Figures

Figure 1: The distribution of the wife's share of wage income over time
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This �gure displays the cumulative distribution of relative earnings, calculated as the wife's share of
total wage income, using married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 from the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics, observed between 1979 and 2013.
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Figure 2: Husbands' and wives' rates of full-time work across the distribution of relative
income

(a) Men's rates of full-time work
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(b) Women's rates of full-time work
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Using a sample of married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 observed between 1979 and 2013 in
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, this �gure plots the rate of full-time work for wives and husbands
falling within each 0.1-width bin of the distribution of relative income, calculated as the wife's share
of total wage income.. Relative income and hours are measured with reference to the same calendar
year. Full-time work is de�ned as being equal to or greater than 1,820 hours in the year. The size of
the markers is proportional to the number of observations within the bin.
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Figure 3: Unemployment and labor force inactivity across the distribution of relative
income

(a) Husbands' unemployment
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(b) Husbands' labor force inactivity
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(c) Wives' unemployment
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(d) Wives' labor force inactivity
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Using a sample of married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 observed between 1979 and 2013
in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, this �gure plots the rates of unemployment and labor force
inactivity for wives and husbands falling within each 0.1-width bin of the distribution of relative
income, calculated as the wife's share of total wage income. Relative income and hours are measured
with reference to the same calendar year. Full-time work is de�ned as being equal to or greater than
1,820 hours in the year. The size of the markers is proportional to the number of observations within
the bin.
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Figure 4: Husbands' reason last job ended
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For individuals who are not working at the time of an interview, the Panel Study on Income Dynamics
asks for the reason their last job ended in the previous calendar year. This �gure displays the responses
for married men between the ages of 18 to 64 married to wives in the same age range, and observed
between 1979 and 2013. The �gure shows the fraction of married men within each 0.1-width bins of the
distribution of relative income, calculated as the wife's share of total wage income, by each possible
response, treating the men who are working as having a value of zero for each possible response. If the
respondent did not have a job in the prior calendar year, they are counted as long-term unemployed.
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Figure 5: Wives' average labor force participation and hours over time, by whether her
husband works full-time

(a) Labor force participation
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Using a sample of married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 observed between 1979 and 2013 in
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, this �gure shows wives' average labor force participation rates
and annual hours by whether or not her husband worked full-time. Hours and labor force participation
are collected in the same interview, but hours are measured with reference to the prior calendar year,
while labor force participation is with respect to the time of the interview. Raw averages by year have
been smoothed using a 5-year moving average.
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Figure 6: Changes in hours before and after female breadwinning
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This �gure shows the dynamics of husbands' and wives' annual hours of work in the four years before
and after a spell of female breadwinning, using married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 observed
between 1979 and 2013 in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics. For couples that were observed to
experience more than one spell of female breadwinning, one instance was randomly selected as the
reference period, so that each couple is represented only once.
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Figure 7: Replicating BKP's longitudinal analysis before and after female breadwinning
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(b) Intra-couple gap in weekly housework hours
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(c) Husbands' annual hours
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This �gure shows the coe�cients on an indicator for female breadwinning in time t−1 from regressions
on labor force participation, the intra-couple gap in weekly housework hours, and husbands' annual
hours for periods t − 2 to t + 2. The data includes married couples between the ages of 18 and 64
from the PSID, observed between 1979-2013. Controls include logs in the wife and husband's earnings
and the sum of their total earnings, dummy variables for whether only the wife or only the husband
had income, quadratics in the wife and husband's age, and year and state �xed e�ects. All controls
are measured in time t, although income variables are with reference to t − 1. For the regressions on
housework, relative income and cubics in the wife and husband's log earnings are also included.
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Figure 8: Relationship between di�erent versions of PrWifeMore and husbands' changes
in income and wages

(a) Median change in husband's income since last period by binned values
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(b) Median change in husband's wage since last period by binned values of

PrWifeMore
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Each of the markers indicate the median change in husbands' income or wages since the last period for
those couples who fall into a given bin of each PrWifeMore variable. The values between 0 and 1 are
split into 20 �xed-width bins to correspond to the 20 unique values for PrWifeMore1 and PrWifeMore3.
The size of the marker is weighted by the number of couples represented in the bin. Income and log
wage changes are calculated as δ = µt−1−µt−2

µt−2
, where µ represents the income or wage as relevant for

couples with husbands that have positive hours and income in the two consecutive periods. Since this
measure is unbounded from above, I restrict the sample to those couples with values for income and
wage changes falling between the 1st and 99th percentiles of the respective distribution. As such, the
number of couples is �xed across panels. 43



Figure 9: Negative shocks driving variation in PrWifeMore1 and PrWifeMore3 are
largely transitory

(a) Median change in husband's income by binned values of PrWifeMore1
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(b) Median change in husband's wage by binned values of PrWifeMore3
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Each of the markers indicate the median change in husbands' income or wages between either t−1 and
t− 2 (triangles) or between t and t− 2 (diamonds) for those couples who are assigned each of the 20
unique values of PrWifeMore1 or PrWifeMore2 variable. Income and log wage changes are calculated
as δs = µs−µt−2

µt−2
, where s is either t − 1 or t and µ represents the income or wage as relevant for

couples with husbands that have positive hours and income in the three consecutive periods. Since this
measure is unbounded from above, I restrict the sample to those couples with values for both δt−1 and
δt that fall between the 1st and 99th percentiles of the respective distribution. As such, the number of
couples is �xed across panels.
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11 Tables

Table 1: BKP Replication and Variations on PrWifeMore: Labor Force Participation

(a) Labor force participation

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES LFP LFP LFP LFP LFP

WifeMore -0.016
(0.001)

PrWifeMore1 -0.197
(0.006)

PrWifeMore2 -0.090
(0.005)

PrWifeMore3 -0.051
(0.015)

PrWifeMore4 0.061
(0.015)

Observations 4,294,293 4,293,988 4,293,986 4,293,988 4,293,986
R-squared 0.662 0.091 0.083 0.071 0.070

In the second column, this table replicates the original results of BKP relating the probability that
the wife earns more to her labor force participation. The other columns consider the same relationship
but using slight variations on the key measure of interest, namely varying whether the measures are
based on hourly wages or annual earnings on the one hand, and whether they used husbands' observed
earnings or wages on the other. All speci�cations include dummies for the year, state, educational
attainment level, �ve-year age-group, and race of each spouse, and whether they have at least one
child. For measures that are based on an estimated earnings distribution, the full set of associated
vigintiles of included. For measures that are based on husband's observed earnings or wage, the log
of his earnings or wage is included. Finally, standard errors are clustered at the level of the wife's
demographic group where her earnings only are predicted, and at the level of the husband and wife's
combined demographic group where earnings for both are predicted.
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Table 2: BKP Replication and Variations on PrWifeMore: Log of Weekly Hours

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES Hours Hours Hours Hours Hours

WifeMore -0.051
(0.001)

PrWifeMore1 -0.059
(0.005)

PrWifeMore2 -0.020
(0.004)

PrWifeMore3 -0.140
(0.012)

PrWifeMore4 -0.069
(0.011)

Observations 3,226,157 3,226,088 3,226,088 3,241,788 3,241,788
R-squared 0.378 0.036 0.035 0.031 0.028

In the second column, this table replicates the original results of BKP relating the probability that
the wife earns more to the log of her weekly hours. The other columns consider the same relationship
but using slight variations on the key measure of interest, namely varying whether the measures are
based on hourly wages or annual earnings on the one hand, and whether they used husbands' observed
earnings or wages on the other. All speci�cations include dummies for the year, state, educational
attainment level, �ve-year age-group, and race of each spouse, and whether they have at least one
child. For measures that are based on an estimated earnings distribution, the full set of associated
vigintiles of included. For measures that are based on husband's observed earnings or wage, the log
of his earnings or wage is included. Finally, standard errors are clustered at the level of the wife's
demographic group where her earnings only are predicted, and at the level of the husband and wife's
combined demographic group where earnings for both are predicted.
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Table 3: BKP Replication and Variations on PrWifeMore: Non-Market Work

(a) Non-market work

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES Hours Hours Hours Hours Hours

WifeMore 0.133
(0.469)

F X WifeMore 1.267
(0.659)

PrWifeMore1 -3.101
(0.968)

FXPrWifeMore1 2.453
(1.411)

PrWifeMore2 -3.825
(0.841)

FXPrWifeMore2 6.940
(1.262)

PrWifeMore3 0.689
(1.735)

FXPrWifeMore3 0.160
(2.609)

PrWifeMore4 0.743
(1.592)

FXPrWifeMore4 -1.965
(2.072)

Observations 38,638 35,770 30,111 35,047 35,047
R-squared 0.180 0.149 0.140 0.137 0.137

This table displays results of regressions using the American Time Use Survey with the 2002 to 2011
waves, for married individuals between the ages of 18 and 65 where at least one member of the couple
was working as of the time use survey. The �rst column replicates the speci�cation used by Bertrand
et al. (2015) in Table 6, Col. 3, with an indicator for female breadwinning. The subsequent columns
consider essentially the same relationship but using slight variations on the key measure of interest,
which instead proxy for the probability that a wife would earn more than her husband and varying by
whether the measures are based on hourly wages or annual earnings on the one hand, and whether they
used husbands' observed earnings or wages on the other. All speci�cations include dummies for the
year, state, educational attainment level, �ve-year age-group, and race of each spouse. For measures
that are based on an estimated earnings distribution, the full set of vigintiles of included. For measures
that are based on husband's observed earnings or wage, the log of his earnings or wage is included.
Finally, standard errors are clustered at the level of the wife's demographic group where her earnings
only are predicted, and at the level of the husband and wife's combined demographic group where
earnings for both are predicted.
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Table 5: Likelihood that wife is observed to have higher earnings or wages

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES WifeMoreInc WifeMoreInc WifeMoreWage WifeMoreWage

PrWifeMore 0.042 0.002 0.056 0.025
(0.010) (0.008) (0.013) (0.012)

Observations 81,186 81,186 59,286 59,286
Couple FE NO YES NO YES
Number of FE 12,188 10,558

This table estimates the relationship between PrWifeMore and whether the wife has higher earnings or
wages, using married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 in the 1979-2013 waves of the PSID. The
�rst and third columns use OLS, with standard errors clustered at the wife and husband's combined
demographic groups, while the second and fourth columns include couple �xed-e�ects. In the third
and fourth columns, the sample is restricted to those couples with both members working positive
hours. All speci�cations include the full sets of vigintiles of the wife and husband's estimated earnings
distributions in a given year (calculated using corresponding CPS waves) dummy variables for year,
wife and husband's age group, educational attainment, and race, as well as dummies for state, and
whether the couple has a child.
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Table 6: E�ects of Potential Relative Income by Marriage Cohort

(a) Labor force participation

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES LFPt LFPt LFPt LFPt

PrWifeMore 0.015 0.018 -0.012 -0.009
(0.021) (0.021) (0.020) (0.024)

Observations 21,208 18,892 19,290 17,327
Number of FE 2,141 1,729 2,345 4,193
Year Married <1972 1972-1981 1982-1990 1991-2013

(b) Hours

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Hourswt Hourswt Hourswt Hourswt

PrWifeMore 50.699 -15.330 15.326 21.835
(38.459) (38.985) (40.672) (53.941)

Observations 19,474 17,342 17,163 13,422
Number of FE 2,025 1,599 2,131 3,397
Year Married <1972 1972-1981 1982-1990 1991-2013

(c) Gap in weekly housework hours

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES HWt HWt HWt HWt

PrWifeMore 0.598 0.193 -0.064 -0.580
(0.890) (0.821) (0.730) (0.813)

Observations 19,774 17,780 19,037 17,138
Number of FE 2,138 1,719 2,333 4,182
Year Married <1972 1972-1981 1982-1990 1991-2013

(d) Divorce

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES Divorcet Divorcet Divorcet Divorcet

PrWifeMore -0.006 0.004 -0.005 -0.012
(0.006) (0.008) (0.008) (0.012)

Observations 21,208 18,892 19,290 17,327
Number of FE 2,141 1,729 2,345 4,193
Year Married <1972 1972-1981 1982-1990 1991-2013

This table carries out the same analysis as the �xed e�ect speci�cation in Table ?? for di�erent marriage
cohorts, where marriage cohorts are de�ned by splitting the sample into quartiles by year of marriage.
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A Summary statistics

Table A1: ACS/Census Summary Statistics

(a) Individual Characteristics

Wives Husbands

Mean St. Dev. Mean St. Dev.
Demographics

White 0.87 (0.33) 0.88 (0.33)
Black 0.06 (0.23) 0.06 (0.24)
Other Races 0.07 (0.25) 0.06 (0.24)
Age 39.12 (10.14) 41.42 (10.45)
Hispanic 0.07 (0.26) 0.07 (0.26)
Education

<HS 0.12 (0.33) 0.14 (0.34)
HS Grad 0.43 (0.49) 0.37 (0.48)
SomeColl 0.23 (0.42) 0.22 (0.41)
College 0.22 (0.42) 0.27 (0.44)
Income and Work

Hours (Annual) 1226 (937) 2211 (552)
Wage Income (Annual) 20149 (22403) 52445 (35457)

(b) Household Characteristics

Any Children 0.70 (0.46)
No. of Children 1.40 (1.24)
Total HH Income 79538.11 (47632.66)
Wife earns more 0.14 (0.35)
Wife higher wage 0.20 (0.40)
ProbWifeMore_1 0.17 (0.24)
ProbWifeMore_2 0.25 (0.28)
ProbWifeMore_3 0.16 (0.11)
ProbWifeMore_4 0.24 (0.13)

Observations 4293986

The table presents summary statistics for married couples' individual and household characteristics
from Census waves 1980 to 2000 and ACS waves 2005-2007. Couples are included if they are between
the ages of 18 and 64. Income and wages are given in 2010 dollars.
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Table A2: PSID Summary Statistics

(a) Individual Characteristics

Wives Husbands

Mean St. Dev. Mean St. Dev.
Demographics

Age 37.17 (10.07) 39.35 (10.34)
race_group__== 0.0000 0.20 (0.40) 0.19 (0.40)
Education

<HS 0.11 (0.31) 0.14 (0.34)
HS Grad 0.43 (0.49) 0.39 (0.49)
SomeColl 0.24 (0.43) 0.22 (0.41)
College 0.22 (0.42) 0.26 (0.44)
Income and Work

Wage Income (Annual) 23196 (26359) 58452 (70776)
Work Hours (Annual) 1273 (905) 2209 (661)
Housework Hours (Weekly) 22 (15) 7 (8)

(b) Household Characteristics

Any Children 0.67 (0.47)
No. of Children 1.32 (1.24)
Total HH Income 87770.70 (86752.55)
Wife earns more 0.19 (0.39)
Wife higher wage 0.22 (0.41)
ProbWifeMore_1 0.12 (0.26)
ProbWifeMore_2 0.15 (0.28)
ProbWifeMore_3 0.21 (0.19)
ProbWifeMore_4 0.28 (0.21)

Observations 93263

The table presents summary statistics for married couples' individual and household characteristics
from the PSID between 1979-2013. Couples are included if they are between the ages of 18 and 64.
Income and wages are given in 2010 dollars.
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Table A3: ATUS Summary Statistics

(a) Individual Characteristics

Wives Husbands

Mean St. Dev. Mean St. Dev.
Demographics

Age 40.83 (9.91) 42.98 (10.08)
race_group== 0.0000 0.13 (0.34) . (.)
Education

<HS 0.07 (0.25) 0.08 (0.27)
HS Grad 0.24 (0.43) 0.25 (0.43)
SomeColl 0.28 (0.45) 0.26 (0.44)
College 0.41 (0.49) 0.41 (0.49)
Income and Work

Weekly Earnings 543 (633) 1112 (914)
Paid Work Hours 20 (29) 33 (35)
Nonmarket Hours 26 (20) 17 (19)

(b) Household Characteristics

Any Children 0.71 (0.45)
No. of Children 1.37 (1.17)
Wife earns more 0.25 (0.44)
ProbWifeMore_1 0.30 (0.34)
ProbWifeMore_2 0.35 (0.35)
ProbWifeMore_3 0.25 (0.17)
ProbWifeMore_4 0.32 (0.18)

Observations 38638

The table presents summary statistics for married couples' individual and household characteristics
from the American Time Use Survey for waves 2002 to 2011. Couples are included if they are between
the ages of 18 and 65. Income and wages are given in 2010 dollars.
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B Before and after female breadwinning

Table A4: All couples in available years

(a) Wives' labor force participation

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES t-2 t-1 t t+1 t+2

WifeEarnMoret−1 -0.016 -0.029 -0.021 -0.021 0.011
(0.006) (0.006) (0.004) (0.007) (0.006)

Observations 58,437 46,125 74,750 46,341 71,827
R-squared 0.354 0.605 0.554 0.285 0.005
Number of FE 8,779 6,740 9,721 6,770 9,713
Years All <′97 All <′97 All

(b) Intra-couple gap in housework hours

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES t-2 t-1 t t+1 t+2

WifeEarnMoret−1 0.244 0.678 0.329 0.072 -0.115
(0.273) (0.341) (0.232) (0.339) (0.290)

Observations 55,884 43,740 71,750 43,934 68,775
R-squared 0.069 0.201 0.191 0.096 0.042
Number of FE 8,719 6,719 9,712 6,749 9,702
Years All <′97 All <′97 All

(c) Husbands' annual hours of work

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES t-2 t-1 t t+1 t+2

WifeEarnMoret−1 -43.580 -101.528 -22.544 -19.998 -12.056
(11.351) (7.840) (11.459) (10.001) (14.211)

Observations 46,125 74,750 46,341 58,816 50,712
R-squared 0.104 0.255 0.060 0.005 0.001
Number of FE 6,740 9,721 6,770 8,805 6,785
Years <′97 All <′97 All <′97

This table uses data on married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 from the PSID, observed
between 1979-2013. Controls include logs in the wife and husband's earnings and the sum of their total
earnings, dummy variables for whether only the wife or only the husband had income, quadratics in the
wife and husband's age, and year and state �xed e�ects. All controls are measured in time t, although
income variables are with reference to t − 1. For the regressions on housework, relative income and
cubics in the wife and husband's log earnings are also included.
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Table A5: Restricted to couples observed between t− 2 to t+ 2

(a) Wives' labor force participation

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES t-2 t-1 t t+1 t+2

WifeEarnMoret−1 -0.018 -0.031 -0.025 -0.020 0.010
(0.006) (0.007) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008)

Observations 52,982 33,989 52,982 32,053 52,982
R-squared 0.345 0.616 0.570 0.189 0.004
Number of FE 8,105 5,071 8,105 4,732 8,105
Years All <′97 All <′97 All

(b) Intra-couple gap in housework hours

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES t-2 t-1 t t+1 t+2

WifeEarnMoret−1 0.517 0.620 0.253 0.326 -0.179
(0.290) (0.419) (0.272) (0.422) (0.340)

Observations 43,905 25,815 43,905 23,915 43,905
R-squared 0.066 0.161 0.199 0.059 0.022
Number of FE 7,417 4,477 7,417 4,141 7,417
Years All <′97 All <′97 All

(c) Husbands' annual hours of work

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES t-2 t-1 t t+1 t+2

WifeEarnMoret−1 -55.427 -103.344 -27.779 -22.414 -23.001
(12.823) (9.362) (13.344) (10.506) (17.865)

Observations 35,796 53,051 33,942 53,051 33,942
R-squared 0.097 0.222 0.073 0.004 0.001
Number of FE 5,181 8,097 4,964 8,097 4,964
Years <′97 All <′97 All <′97

This table uses data on married couples between the ages of 18 and 64 from the PSID, observed
between 1979-2013 (corresponding to Fig. 7). Controls include logs in the wife and husband's earnings
and the sum of their total earnings, dummy variables for whether only the wife or only the husband
had income, quadratics in the wife and husband's age, and year and state �xed e�ects. All controls
are measured in time t, although income variables are with reference to t − 1. For the regressions on
housework, relative income and cubics in the wife and husband's log earnings are also included.

55



C Replication of BKP speci�cation using the PSID

Table A6: BKP Replication and Variations on PrWifeMore

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VARIABLES LFPt LFPt LFPt LFPt

PrWifeMore1 -0.094
(0.012)

PrWifeMore2 -0.047
(0.011)

PrWifeMore3 0.003
(0.013)

PrWifeMore4 0.005
(0.011)

Observations 80,096 78,507 81,353 81,290

Using data on couples between the ages of 18 and 64 from the PSID from 1979-2013 combined with
constructed measures of the probability that the wife earns more using CPS waves in corresponding
years, this table replicates the original results of BKP relating the probability that the wife earns
more to her labor force participation (Col. 1). The subsequent columns consider the same relationship
but using slight variations on the key measure of interest, namely varying whether the measures are
based on hourly wages or annual earnings on the one hand, and whether they used husbands' observed
earnings or wages on the other. All speci�cations include dummies for the year, state, educational
attainment level, �ve-year age-group, and race of each spouse, and whether they have at least one
child. For measures that are based on an estimated earnings distribution, the full set of vigintiles of
included. For measures that are based on husband's observed earnings or wage, a cubic in his earnings
or wage is included. There is also an interaction variable between the log of the 50th percentile of the
wife's distribution, and either the husband's observed log earnings or wage or log of the 50th percentile
of the husband's distribution, depending on how the husband's potential earnings are constructed.
Finally, standard errors are clustered at the level of the combined wife and husband's demographic
group.
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