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By Limor Golan and Usa Kerdnunvong

L A B O R  M A R K E T S

The Changing Work Roles  
of Wives and Husbands

It is well-known that the labor force participation rate 
for men and the hours worked by men have declined 

over the past four decades. More men are reporting that 
they either are not employed and not actively searching 

for a job or are working part time; these two trends  
are contributing to the decline in the average hours 

worked by men in the past four or five decades.1 
During this same time, women have increased their 
representation in the labor market: The fraction of 

women participating in the labor force has increased,  
as has the number of hours women work outside the 
home, with the majority of the increases driven by 

growth in the labor supply of married women. 

Home Economics
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The changes in the labor supply of men 
and women may be related, especially if we 
consider married men and women. Time 
allocation—that is, how much a spouse 
works, how much time each spends on 
housework and child care, and how much 
leisure each enjoys—is decided within 
households. This context is needed to 
analyze married individuals’ decisions to 
withdraw from the labor market or to work 
part time. Although many papers have doc-
umented the decline in the labor supply of 
males,2 this article focuses on the changing 
role of wives in providing economic support 
for their families and changes in the labor 
supply of prime-age (25-54) married males.

We focus on prime-age married males 
because of this group’s traditional role of 
being the breadwinners; these men are typi-
cally attached to the labor market and work 
full time. Figure 1 shows changes in the 

labor force participation rate of this group. 
The trend is similar to that for men in gen-
eral. In 1970, more than 97 percent of these 
husbands participated in the labor market, 
dropping below 93 percent in 2011 and 
staying there. Meanwhile, the rate of part-
time workers among prime-age husbands 
increased substantially since the 1970s: Less 
than 1.5 percent of the men worked part 
time in 1970; this fraction has been about 
4 percent or more since 2009. As for wives, 
close to 26 percent of married women in the 
labor force worked part time in 1970, but 
only about 22 percent worked part time  
after 2000.3 

Household Labor Supply 

Several factors could contribute to the 
decline in labor force participation and 
hours worked by married prime-age men 
and to the increase in labor supply of their 
wives. The explanations include both 
demand- and supply-side motives. One 
explanation for the declines related to men 
is that there is a drop in demand, especially 
in the manufacturing sector; this decline in 
demand is related to skill bias, technologi-
cal changes and offshoring.4 The increase in 
married female labor supply can be partly 
explained by the increase in educational 
attainment of women and the increase in 
relative wages in high-skill occupations.5 

In the context of household labor supply, 
however, a decline in the gender pay gap can 
cause an increase in the female labor supply 
and a decrease in the male labor supply as  
a response to the household’s joint decision  
on labor and to the household’s overall 
income. In other words, the higher income 
generated by wives may reduce the incentive 
of husbands to work many hours or to work 
at all.6 

Furthermore, increases in labor force 
participation of married women and their 
hours worked can also be due to an increase 
in risk pooling in households, especially in 
households in which women are married 
to low-skilled men or to men working in 
declining industries. With women’s strides 
in education, they can provide insurance 
within the household by working more 
when men lose their jobs or when the 
wages offered to men are low. This insur-
ance motive may kick in even before the 
husband loses his job. Wives may decide to 

FIGURE 1

Husbands, Age 25-54: Labor Force Participation and Part-Time Work
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SOURCES: Current Population Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) and authors’ calculations.
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FIGURE 2

Husbands Who Work Part Time or Are Not Participating in the Labor 

Force, by Their Education
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work outside the home when there is just a 
threat of unemployment or a decline in their 
husbands’ earnings. 

Another possible explanation for the 
increase in married males’ working part 
time has to do with the fact that finding 
jobs can take time and effort. Working part 
time allows the individual to spend more 
time searching for a better-paying job or 
investing in the acquisition and enhance-
ment of skills, which often means going 
back to school or even acquiring skills that 
allow individuals to change occupation or 
sector.7 Thus, in households in which wives 
work full time, husbands might be able to be 
choosier in accepting jobs—they can afford 
to be less willing to take full-time jobs for 
low pay or jobs that may not offer good 
promotion prospects or other nonpecuni-
ary qualities. These men may take part-time 
jobs while searching for better jobs. 

Next, we explore changes in characteris-
tics of households in which prime-age men 
were not participating in the labor force or 
worked part time between 1970 and 2015.

Labor Supply and Education  
Composition

The education composition of husbands 
who either work part time or are nonpar-
ticipating has changed significantly over 
time. As shown in Figure 2, in both groups, 
the respective fraction of husbands with 
high school education or less decreased, 
and the fraction of husbands with at least 
some college education increased since 
1970. (During and after the Great Recession 
of 2007-09, however, the fraction of males 
who worked part time and had no more 
than a high school diploma went up but 
has since reverted to its decreasing trend. 
As for better-educated husbands, there was 
a relative decline in the fraction working 
part time during the recession. The differ-
ences between the experiences of the two 
groups during the recession can be due to 
the differences in the demand for the skills 
of educated and less-educated men; another 
factor is that more-educated husbands are 
more likely to have more-educated wives 
with different labor market prospects.)

To further explore the changes in the 
composition of households in which hus-
bands do not participate in the labor force 
or work part time, we turn to the education 

compositions of the wives. As Figure 3 dem-
onstrates, the fraction of these husbands 
who are married to women with high school 
education or less declined significantly. The 
fact that women in households in which 
males work part time or do not participate 
are more educated than in the past (and 
given the decline in the gender earnings 
gap) may imply that these women are more 
likely to work, earn relatively more and 
provide more economic support for their 
families. 

In addition to the education composition 
of the men and women, the relative earning 
potential of the spouses in the household 
can be important to understanding how 
the spouses allocate their time among jobs, 

FIGURE 4
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FIGURE 3
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FIGURE 5

Husbands Who Work Part Time or Are Not Participating in the Labor 

Force, by Wife’s Work Status
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FIGURE 6

Median Share of Wife’s Income
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housework, child care and leisure. Figure 4  
presents the change in composition of 
part-time and nonparticipating husbands 
by their education status relative to that of 
their wives. Interestingly, among these two 
groups of men, there is a clear decline in 
those who are married to women with the 
same education level or less and an increase 
in the fraction of those who are married to 
women who are more educated than they 
are. The percentage of those married to 
wives who are relatively more educated than 
them increased from about 9 percent in 1970 
to about 27 percent in 2015. 

The patterns in both increasing educa-
tion of women in households in which men 
work part-time jobs and the fact that in 
an increasing fraction of these households 
women are more educated than the men 
suggest that the earning potential of women 

in these households is higher than it used 
to be. These patterns also suggest that these 
women might have better labor market 
prospects than men and have an important 
role in providing economic support for their 
families.

Relative Share of Wives’ Earnings 

Figure 5 describes the employment status 
of women in households in which the 
husbands work part time or are nonpartici-
pating. Despite the short dip after the Great 
Recession, the overall increasing trend of 
the fraction of men who work part time and 
are married to women who work full time is 
clear. The patterns for wives of nonpartici-
pating husbands are similar. 

Next, we describe the role of the wife’s 
income relative to the husband’s income and 
how that relationship changed over time. 
Figure 6 shows the median share of the 
wife’s income in the total household income 
for married households.8 In the overall 
sample, the share was close to 2 percent in 
1970, which is consistent with traditional 
families in which the men are the breadwin-
ners. This share rose to about 30 percent by 
the late 1990s and has fluctuated around  
30 percent since then. The share of the wife’s 
income in families with husbands who work 
part time or are nonparticipating is always 
higher than the share of the wife’s income 
in all married families. However, in families 
in which men work part time or do not 
participate, the wife’s income in recent years 
has been equal to or has exceeded that of the 
husband.

Conclusion

Despite the findings that most of the 
increase in nonparticipation of prime-age 
males stems from relatively less-educated 
males,9 the fraction of educated, prime-age 
husbands who do not participate or who 
work part time has increased over the past 
few decades. At the same time, in these 
households, the fraction of educated women 
and the fraction of women who are more 
educated than their husbands increased.

These data partly reflect decades of 
demographic changes: rising college gradu-
ation rates in the overall population, with 
women’s educational achievements surpass-
ing men’s; a decline in the marriage rate, 
especially for those with less education; and 
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E N D N O T E S
 1 Nonparticipating individuals are those not 

in the labor force, as they have not looked for 
work in the past four weeks when surveyed, 
even if they want a job. 

 2 See Doepke and Tertilt for a comprehensive 
survey on labor supply behavior.

 3 We use the Current Population Survey defini-
tion of part-time work: working fewer than  
35 hours a week. The average number of hours 
worked by prime-age males who work part 
time also slightly declined, therefore reflecting 
decline in labor supply.

 4 See Acemoglu and Autor.
 5 See Gayle and Golan.
 6 See Jones et al.
 7 See Guler et al. 
 8 Household income is the sum of the husband’s 

and the wife’s income. Note that males who do 
not work may still have positive income from 
welfare payments, government programs (such 
as unemployment compensation and veterans 
benefits) and other nonlabor income (such as 
income from investments or savings accounts).

 9 See Council of Economic Advisers for discus-
sion on the decline in prime-age male partici-
pation. 

 10 The spouse’s education and occupation can 
affect choices of sector and skill acquisition. 
Moreover, each individual’s labor market 
prospects can affect both the decision to get 
married and the choice of the spouse, given his 
or her occupation. 
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changes in the marriage markets. Thus, the 
composition of the households in which 
males do not work or who work part time 
has also changed. We found that in these 
households the role of women in providing 
income to the family is higher than it was in 
the past. These changes are likely to affect 
households’ labor supply and job-search 
behavior (the intensity of search and what 
kinds of jobs and pay people are willing  
to accept).

In addition, the data show that changes 
in labor supply during and right after the 
Great Recession vary by the education of the 
spouses: The fraction of males working part 
time who had no more than a high school 
education or who were married to women 
with no more than a high school education 
increased during the recession; meanwhile, 
the fraction of better-educated males work-
ing part time and of males working part 
time who were married to better-educated 
females declined during the recession, sug-
gesting differences in both labor market 
opportunities and labor-search behavior for 
more-educated families. 

Although many papers suggest that the 
role of the changes in labor demand is 
important, the descriptive analysis cannot 
be used to infer causal effect and to separate 
demand and supply factors. However, it is 
important to assess the role of the marriage 
market and the role of both spouses in gen-
erating income and providing housework 
in order to fully understand trends in labor 
participation and hours worked and how 
they interact with business cycles and labor 
market conditions.

In particular, assessment is needed of 
job-search behavior and the choice of sector 
in which people want to work. Whether to 
remain in a sector with high probability 
of unemployment or to acquire new skills, 
whether to work outside the home and, if 
so, how many hours to work—all of these 
decisions for husbands may depend on their 
wives’ employment opportunities, as well as 
their own employment opportunities.10   

At the time this was written, Limor Golan was 
an economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of 
St. Louis and Usa Kerdnunvong was a senior 
research associate at the Bank.

cohort is that there was a negative selection 
of women into the labor market in earlier 
cohorts.7 Married women were less likely 
to work then, and those who worked were 
women with lower skills. While skills can 
be partly unobserved, taking a look at the 
education composition of men and women 
who worked in the first cohort suggests that 
overall (after age 24) the fraction of working 
men with at least a college degree was higher 
than that of women, whereas the education 
gap was much smaller in the second cohort. 
Thus, some of the pay gap in the first cohort 
could be due to the gap in education and 
skills between the two sexes.

We investigated the changes in the educa-
tion composition of men and women who 
work full time continuously in each cohort. 
For the group working full time continuously 
in the first cohort, females were more edu-
cated than males up to age 28; however, the 
wage gap is declining when males are more 
educated than females. In the second cohort, 
the education gap among those working full 
time continuously declines (with females 
being more educated than males in all age 
groups). Thus, education composition does 
not explain the evolution of the gender pay 
gap differences in that group.

Conclusion

By comparing the differences in the 
evolution of the gender pay gap not only by 
age but by full-time/part-time status, we 
demonstrated the importance of statistical 
discrimination and its relationship to labor 
force participation of women. As one would 
expect, this type of discrimination plays a 
smaller role for the third cohort (born 1961-
1970) because women in this cohort are more 
attached to the labor force than women in  
the past. 

At the time this was written, Limor Golan was 
an economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of 
St. Louis and Andrés Hincapié was a technical 
research associate at the Bank. 
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