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roductivity, efficiency,
specialization...these issues

are not usually associated with
marriage. Beyond love and
commitment,
however, these
less-than-
romantic fac-
tors can be
important—at least
to economists. Sta-
tistics show that
married men earn
approximately 
11 percent more
per hour than men
who have never
been married, even
after controlling for
work experience, edu-
cation, age and other fac-
tors.1 Economists also find
that divorced or separated men
make about 9 percent more than
never-married men do. The wage gap,
present at all ages, is even wider for
those 45 and older. (See chart.) 

Why does this premium occur?
Some attribute it to employer dis-
crimination. Others believe that
married men make more money
because marriage makes them more
productive, while still others say that
highly productive men are more
likely to be married.

Employer Discrimination?

A common perception is that
employers’ bias may be responsible for
the fact that married men earn higher
wages. According to this theory,
employers take a man’s marital status
as a signal of how stable or responsi-
ble he is and discriminate accordingly.
Alternatively, the employers might,
either consciously or unconsciously,
give preference to married men, all
other things equal, when considering
promotions and raises on the grounds
that the married employee has a fam-
ily to support.

This kind of behavior, like most
discrimination, is hard to demon-
strate. If one believes, however, that
the social ideas of the importance of

marriage in the United States have
changed (for example, marriage no
longer implies the responsibility to
support a family), it might be worth-
while to examine the wage premium
over time. Indeed, economists
McKinley Blackburn and Sanders
Korenman reported in a 1994 study
that the marital wage premium
decreased by 10 percentage points
between 1967 and 1988. Because the
marital wage premium has decreased
over time, it is possible that employer
bias has, in fact, played a role and that
changing social norms have led to a
decrease in the premium.

Does Marriage Make Men 
More Productive?

Another popular theory is that
marriage makes men more productive
through specialization. Some econo-
mists argue that it is efficient for one
spouse to specialize in market pro-
duction—a job that is paid a wage—
while the other specializes in tasks
relating to the household.2 One
spouse, therefore, can devote more
effort to work-related responsibilities

if the other spouse is there to take up
the slack at home. If a man spends

less time on housework after he is
married, then it makes sense

that he would see an
increase in his wages

because the extra time
and effort spent at work
would increase his pro-
ductivity and promo-
tion chances.

But is there much
difference between
married men and sin-
gle men when it
comes to time spent
on household chores?

A study in 2000 by Joni
Hersche and Leslie

Stratton says no. They
argue that while marriage

does seem to make men more
productive in the market (i.e.,

men begin making higher wages
after marriage), household specializa-
tion does not seem to be the cause.
They find little difference between
married and unmarried men in the
time they spend on home production.

If the productivity from marriage
itself is not the result of decreased
hours spent on housework, as 
Hersche and Stratton suggest, then
where does that improved productiv-
ity come from?  Because the earnings
of divorced or separated men are
higher than those of never-married
men, the added productivity that
accompanies marriage must be of
two kinds: (1) productivity from the
marriage itself and/or (2) advantages
that remain even after the marriage 
is dissolved. Korenman and David
Neumark argue in a 1991 study that
the wage premium earned by
divorced or separated men is attrib-
utable to the advantages gained
while married. Their evidence is that
wages grow more slowly in the years
of divorce or separation.

On the other hand, economist
Lawrence Kenny asserts in a 1983
study that a large portion of the wage
premium for married men is due to
the additional training, education or
experience occurring during years of
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marriage, which would presumably still
be effective when the marriage ends.

Do More Productive Men Marry?

Some economists have considered the
possibility that the causality is reversed:
Married men tend to make more money
because the traits that make a man a high
wage earner are also the traits that make
him a good marriage partner. After all,
the qualities listed as desirable for mates
are often synonymous with desirable
characteristics for an employee: responsi-
ble, honest, mature, logical, intelligent and
efficient. Perhaps the tendency to take
on responsibility at work indicates a tend-
ency to take on responsibility and stabil-
ity in his personal life. In an interesting
twist, there is evidence that physical
attractiveness—which is normally associ-
ated with desirability as a mate—also
tends to have a positive effect on wages.3

A study in 2001 by economists Robert
Nakosteen and Michael Zimmer finds
evidence supporting this selection
hypothesis. They find that men with
higher earning potential are more likely
to get married and that they are more
likely to stay married. In other words,
men who possess the qualities that
make them good workers also possess
the qualities that make them more likely
to marry and stay married.

Analysis

The choice between the competing
theories depends on the direction of
causality—i.e., does marriage increase a
man’s wages, or are men with higher
wages more likely to marry?  The fact that
divorced men earn more on average than
those who have never been married
seems to discredit the idea that marriage
itself causes higher wages. While it is
possible that men gain marketable skills
during marriage, the selection hypothesis
is more reasonable. Consider the charac-
teristics that a man possesses, including
background, education, appearance, etc.,
which can be observed by a potential
employer or a potential wife. These
qualities can be used by either party to
evaluate how “successful” the man
might be in his career and in his mar-
riage. But there are also characteristics
that are important to his personal and
professional success that cannot be
observed. If these unobservable charac-
teristics are more important for personal
success than for professional success,
we can explain why divorced men are
paid more than never-married men.

To succeed in his job, a man’s per-
formance is based on his abilities that are
specific to his career. In marriage, on the
other hand, a man must deal with issues

in all areas of life. Unobservable charac-
teristics, such as the way a man will deal
with specific situations, are therefore
more critical when it comes to marital
success than professional success. A
potential wife and a potential employer
might consider similar observable char-
acteristics to evaluate a man, but the
potential employer has nearly all of the
information he or she needs. Because of
this, men with desirable observable char-
acteristics are more likely to be married
and to have a higher wage. If the mar-
riage fails, the wages remain high, which
would explain why divorced men make
more than men who have never been
married. This is consistent with the chart,
which shows the wage gap growing after
age 45, because most marital decisions
have been made by this age and men
have been sorted for the rest of their lives
into the three categories of married, were
married and single.

Conclusion

The selection hypothesis offers the
most compelling explanation of the mar-
riage wage gap. We nevertheless cannot
discount entirely the alternative explana-
tions. Men might develop valuable skills
while married that they retain even if the
marriage breaks up. In addition, we can-
not ignore that men who remain married
tend to have higher wages than their
divorced brethren. Will we ever know
exactly why married men tend to make
more money than single men do?  Prob-
ably not. The causal link between marital
status and wages might remain an
enigma. It is then no guarantee that a
man who becomes married will make
higher wages, or vice versa.

Abbigail J. Chiodo is a research associate and
Michael T. Owyang is an economist, both at the
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis.

ENDNOTES
1 Korenman and Neumark (1991) find

these results using the National Longi-
tudinal Survey (NLS) of Young Men.
Other factors accounted for are survey
year, union status, geography, non-
spouse dependents, occupation and
industry. These statistics are based on
white men. However, similar trends
have been noted for men of other races.

2 See Becker (1985) for details of 
the theory.

3 Hamermesh and Biddle (1994) find
that more attractive employees make
higher wages.

REFERENCES
Becker, Gary. “Human Capital, Effort,

and the Sexual Division of Labor.”
The Journal of Labor Economics, January
1985,Vol. 3, No. 1, pp. S33-S58.

Blackburn, McKinley and Korenman,
Sanders. “The Declining Marital-
Status Earnings Differential.” Journal
of Population Economics, 1994,Vol. 7,
No. 3, pp. 249-70.

Hamermesh, Daniel S. and Biddle, Jeff E.
“Beauty and the Labor Market.”
American Economic Review, December
1994,Vol. 84, No. 5, pp. 1174-94.

Hersche, Joni and Stratton, Leslie.
“Household Specialization and the
Male Marital Wage Premium.” Indus-
trial and Labor Relations Review, Octo-
ber 2000,Vol. 54, No. 1, pp. 78-94.

Kenny, Lawrence. “The Accumulation 
of Human Capital during Marriage by
Males.” Economic Inquiry, April 1983,
Vol. 21, No. 2, pp. 223-31.

Korenman, Sanders and Neumark,
David. “Does Marriage Really Make
Men More Productive?” The Journal of
Human Resources, Spring 1991,Vol. 26,
No. 2, pp. 248-68.

Nakosteen, Robert and Zimmer,
Michael. “Spouse Selection and Earn-
ings: Evidence of Marital Sorting.”
Economic Inquiry, April 2001,Vol. 39,
No.2, pp. 201-13.

Male Marriage Premium

W
ag

e 
Pe

r 
Ho

ur 25
20
15
10

5
0

Married

Was Married

Never Married

While the wage gap between married men and never 
married men exists in both the 25 to 44 age group 
and the 45 and older age group, the gap becomes 
even more significant after the age of 45, when most 
sorting into and out of marriage has taken place. 

SOURCE: Current Population Survey, 2000.
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