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Abstract Most studies of household labor supply treat each spouse’s decision as independent of 
the other spouse, and report separate elasticity estimates for men and women.  The decision to 
treat men and women separately is typically explained (if at all) by differing economic 
characteristics of the two genders.  Using U.S. Census data from 1980-2000, we examine this 
rationale and suggest using the economic characteristics themselves to examine household labor 
supply elasticity. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Household labor supply differs from individual labor supply in that each member of the 
household may base decisions not only on his or her own wage, but also on the wage of the 
spouse.  Rather than account for these interactive decisions, most studies of household labor 
supply treat each spouse’s decision as independent of the other spouse, and report separate 
elasticity estimates for men and women.  The decision to treat men and women separately is 
typically explained (if at all) by differing economic characteristics of the two genders.   In this 
paper, we examine this rationale and suggest using the economic characteristics themselves 
rather than a simple gender division, to examine household labor supply elasticities. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
Seminal studies of female and household labor supply, including Mincer (1962), Ashenfeltor and 
Heckman (1973) and Killingsworth (1983) divide their results by gender without explanation.  
Other works, including Faurot and Sellon (1981) and Lundberg (1988), explicitly derive separate 
household labor supply functions for males and females, but also fail to offer the rationale for 
doing so.  Recent works by Blau and Kahn (2005) and Devereux (2003) summarize the literature 
discussing differences in male and female labor supply, but also do not attempt to justify the 
male/female partition.  This lack of justification is so common among empirical studies that it 
appears that many labor economists simply take the gender division as given. 
 
Other studies use economic arguments to justify a male/female division.  Ransom (1987) argues 
division between males and females is appropriate based on differences in participation rates.  
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Cain, et al. (1974) refers to wives as secondary workers, contends males are constrained in their 
labor supply decisions, and assumes that the family adjusts its hours of work at the margin only 
through the wife.  Kniesser (1976) uses different equations for spouses based only on whether 
the wife works, but assumes the husband always works.  Zabel (1993) focuses on wives 
specifically because of their economic characteristics, but ignores husbands with similar 
economic standing.  These and other studies argue that differences in hours worked or 
differences in earnings between males and females justify looking at household labor supply 
through the male/female partition. 
 
In many instances, the researchers could simply use the economic characteristic itself (e.g., full 
time employment vs. part time employment) rather than using gender to proxy this division.  
While it may have once been the case that gender was a useful proxy for this division, it seems 
less justified today.  As females make up a larger proportion of primary earning spouses (see 
Table 1), a gender division would blur the differences between primary and secondary labor 
supply elasticities.  If the gender division is being justified solely on the grounds of differing 
earnings or hours worked, it would seem more appropriate to simply consider the household as 
having one primary earner and one secondary earner.    
 
To be clear, it may in fact be entirely appropriate to consider household labor supply by gender, 
especially given that studies of household labor supply do find differences in elasticity by 
gender.  Perhaps historical, cultural, and/or biological forces suggest the need for gender-specific 
elasticities.  These are not, however, the kinds of justifications used in the studies of household 
labor supply.   We argue that rising labor force participation rates of married women, rising real 
wages and hours worked by women relative to men, the apparent convergence in male and 
female labor supply, as well as readily available data, end the need to proxy economic 
differences by gender when examining household labor supply. 
 
3. Data 
 
Our data come from the U.S. Census 1% sample in 1980, 1990, and 2000 to track elasticity 
changes.  Because of a well-documented bias (Borjas 1980) that results from using estimates for 
hours in Census samples earlier than 1980, we start analysis in that year, with the realization that 
some of the changes in female labor supply may have occurred earlier.  For a discussion of these 
changes, see Goldin (1990).  
 
We restrict analysis to dual-earner households in which both spouses are aged 18 to 54, 
inclusive.  Our primary earner is the spouse whose wage income and annual hours worked are 
each strictly greater than his or her spouse’s earnings and hours.  Secondary earners are the 
spouses of primary earners.  In the case in which only one inequality holds, or in which an ine-
quality is not strict, the household is removed from the primary/secondary analysis.  Tables 1 and 
2 show the average hours worked and average earnings for different groups in our restricted 
database. 
 
The increasing percentage of primary female households (see bottom of Table 1) helps indicate 
how using gender as a proxy for earner status has become less valid over time.  It is also 
noteworthy that primary females more closely resemble primary earners as a whole than do 
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females as a whole.  The difference in hours worked between primary females and females as a 
whole is fairly stable over the time period with differences of 398, 411, and 376 hours in 1980, 
1990, and 2000, respectively.  The difference in hours worked between primary earners as a 
whole and primary females, however, drops steadily and considerably with differences being 
345, 280, and 256 hours in 1980, 1990, and 2000 respectively.  Thus, by 2000, primary females’ 
annual hours worked are closer to those of primary earners as a whole than to those of all 
females,1 and male secondary earners’ work hours are closer to those of all secondary earners 
than to those of all males.2 
 
In Table 2 we see female, particularly primary female, earnings rising faster than earnings of 
males or of all primary earners.  During the period of analysis, overall real earnings rise by 43 
percent, whereas female real earnings rise by 79 percent, and primary female real earnings by 83 
percent.   By 2000, primary females' earnings are actually closer to those of all primary earners 
than to those of all females,3 and secondary males’ earnings are closer to those of all secondary 
earners than to those of all males.4  The trends in both tables show that using gender as a proxy 
for economic differences has become less reliable over time, and point to the importance of a 
primary earner/secondary earner division. 
 
Faster growth in annual earnings is at least in part due to faster growth in hours worked, but 
further analysis of data in Tables 1 and 2 shows nearly the same relative growth rates in average 
hourly earnings as in average annual earnings.  It is also worth noting that the personal 
consumption expenditure chained deflator rose by only 92 percent between 1980 and 2000; real 
average hourly earnings rose by approximately one-third, except for substantially higher growth 
for primary females (62 percent) and all females (52 percent).  
 
4. Methodology 
 
We assume a standard linear model of household labor supply with the following pair of labor 
supply equations: 
 
Hp = α0 +α1wp +α2ws + α3Y + α4Z + εp                  (1) 
 
Hs = β0 +β1ws +β2wp + β3Y + β4Z + εs                  (2) 
 
where Hi (i = p, s) is the annual hours worked by spouse i, wi is the log of spouse i’s own wage 
rate, wj (j ≠ i) is the log of spouse j’s wage rate (i.e., the cross-wage elasticity), Y represents non-
labor income for the household, and Z represents a vector of standard exogenous controls, 
including years of education, age, number of children, number of children less than 5 years old, 
and indicators for race and for region.  The wage and income variables in (1) and (2) must be 
                                                 
1 By 2000 primary earning women work 89% of the hours of primary earners as a whole, whereas all women taken 
together work 81.9% of the hours of primary earners 
2 By 2000 secondary earners work 86.7% of the hours of secondary men, whereas secondary men work 70.5% of the 
hours of all men taken together. 
3 Primary females earn 69.2% of primary earners as a whole, whereas average female earnings are 67.4% of primary 
female's wages from income. 
4 Secondary earners make 76.9% of secondary males, whereas secondary males’ earnings are 50.4% of all males’ 
earnings. 
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considered endogenous to the system because of unobservable characteristics that may be 
correlated with hours worked, wages, and non-labor income.  To obtain unbiased estimates, we 
follow the three stage least squares approach used in Ashenfelter and Heckman (1974). 
 
5. Results 
 
Table 3 shows that our estimated own-wage elasticities for both men and women are consistent 
with the prevailing labor supply literature, which finds that male labor supply is wage inelastic 
and sometimes even negative.  Estimates for males vary little in the twenty years analyzed here.  
We also find the female supply schedule to be significantly positively sloped, and our estimates 
for females lie within the range of a number of wage studies throughout time, such as older 
works by Borjas and Heckman (1978) and Lewis (1975) through newer work by Devereux 
(2004).  Positive wage elasticities for women are consistent with our findings of rising real 
wages and rising hours of work for each set of workers.  The elasticities appear to have fallen 
between 1980 and 1990, perhaps due to increasing hours of work for women; arguments 
previously used to explain the relatively inelastic response of males may now apply to a 
substantial enough number of female workers to lower the wage elasticity estimates.  Elasticities 
rose somewhat in the 1990s, but remained lower in 2000 than in 1980, suggesting that the 
greatest changes occurred during the decade of the 1980s.   
 
Little, if any, literature exists on primary and secondary earners as defined here, so comparison 
of our estimates with the existing literature is somewhat difficult.  Own-elasticities for primary 
earners and for secondary earners tell a much different story from the typical one for husbands 
and wives.  First, the elasticities are much larger and more statistically significant (from zero) for 
primary earners than for husbands, suggesting that primary earners are more sensitive to their 
own wages than is indicated by gender-based estimates that tacitly assume the male is the 
primary earner.  This might be explained (even expected) by the primary earner category’s 
mixing of males who are quite insensitive to wage changes and females who are much more 
sensitive.  Unfortunately, this mixing explanation does not add much to our understanding of the 
ultimate reasons for elasticity differences.  For example, are primary males more sensitive to 
their own wages than are primary females?  If so, are we back to gender-based explanations? 
 
The growth—more than doubling—of primary earners’ own wage elasticity between 1980 and 
2000 is at least as striking as the differences in magnitudes.  Since the primary earners on 
average worked more hours in 2000 than in 1980, we might expect elasticities to fall over time, 
applying the argument (mentioned above) that working more hours leaves less flexibility to 
adjust the labor supply.  Results in Table 3 show the opposite trend, for which there may be sev-
eral possible explanations.  Shifts in the labor force toward more services and less manufacturing 
may mean that a larger proportion of jobs have greater flexibility and discretion in the number of 
hours worked; primary earners are not so likely to be locked into the more regimented jobs that 
dominate manufacturing and related industries.  Increased real wages and hours lead to higher 
living standards, so perhaps primary earners feel freer to respond to wage changes (especially 
decreases) without dropping to unacceptable living standards.   Increased hours worked and real 
wages of secondary earners, both male and female, would also contribute to the families’ 
standards of living, perhaps further freeing primary earners to adjust their hours when their 
wages change. 
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Table 4 lists our cross-wage elasticity estimates, which are consistent for males and females with 
the findings in Ransom (1987), Pencavel (1998), Hyslop (2001), and Devereux (2004).  Our 
male cross-wage elasticities are not significantly different from zero, except in 1980, and do not 
vary substantially throughout the analysis.  Our cross-wage estimates for females are much more 
strongly negative.  Consistent with females’ own-wage elasticity estimates, we see cross-wage 
elasticity estimates falling between 1980 and 1990, then stabilizing.  Again, this may be due to 
the substantial increase in hours worked by females during the time period, and consequently an 
emerging and growing group of wives that exhibit economic and perhaps cultural/social 
characteristics and behaviors previously assumed to apply to married men, as reported in the 
literature review.  
 
We have no earlier estimates with which to compare our cross-wage elasticity estimates for 
primary and secondary earners. Except for the enigmatic 2000 secondary earners’ own- and 
cross-wage elasticities, all estimates fall well within the stated bounds for male and female 
estimates.  If the theory that high wage and hour spouses place little importance on the labor 
supply of their low wage and hour spouses is correct, primary earners should have smaller cross-
wage estimates, when in fact they have the largest estimates.  One explanation for this may be 
found in the sheer number of hours worked by primary earners.  By 2000 these individuals are 
working over 2,330 hours per year, nearly 45 hours per 52 week year.  Given these individuals 
are working nearly 13% more than the "standard" work week, it may be that the family chooses 
to consume more of the primary earner's leisure time when the secondary earner’s income rises.  
That the changes were much larger (proportionately and in absolute terms) during the 1980s than 
the 1990s may suggest that these changes (as well as, perhaps, cultural and attitudinal changes) 
were more substantial during the earlier decade.   
 
Just as we saw an increasing own-wage elasticity for primary earners over time, here we see an 
increasingly negative cross-wage elasticity for that group.  If there are differences in male and 
female labor supply independent of earnings and hours worked, both trends can be attributed in 
part to females’ making up a larger share of primary earners.  Factors mentioned above (higher 
standards of living and more time flexibility with service jobs) may also help contribute to these 
changes.      
 
The cross-wage findings also call into question the use of gender as a proxy for economic 
characteristics.  While the primary earners’ cross-wage elasticity remains large in magnitude, the 
female cross-wage elasticity decreases during the 1980s, and may in fact be trending toward the 
male elasticity.  The idea that the secondary spouse is still placing increasing emphasis on the 
primary spouse's earnings is supported by our evidence, but the use of gender to proxy this 
finding is becoming more inappropriate through time.    
 
6. Conclusions 
 
Our results indicate that the traditional male/female division in dual-earner household labor 
supply studies has become less useful over time.  While we do not dispute the possibility that 
male and female spouses make their decisions differently, we do think a primary/secondary 
division adds clarity to the analysis.  If the traditional gender division is to be justified based on 
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differences in worker characteristics, it makes more sense to examine the household based on 
those characteristics rather than gender. 
 
Endnotes 
 
** Contact author: Michael Allgrunn, Department of Economics, Beacom School of Business, 
University of South Dakota, 414 East Clark Street, Vermillion, South Dakota 57069. E-Mail: 
Mike.Allgrunn@usd.edu. 
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Table 1.  Average Hours Worked, by group 

  1980 1990 2000 

All  1,849  1,921  1,990 
Male  2,141  2,202  2,245 
Female   1,443  1,591  1,699 
Primary Earner  2,186  2,282  2,331 
Secondary Earner  1,154  1,260  1,372 
Primary Male  2,215  2,320  2,375 
Primary Female  1,841  2,002  2,075 
Secondary Male  1,435  1,427  1,582 
Secondary Female  1,111  1,228  1,325 

Sample size:   649,900  689,258 716,894
         
Addenda: Percentage of households with: 
Primary Male/ 
Secondary Female 

46.13%  44.01%  42.67% 

Primary Female/ 
Secondary Male 

3.87%  5.99%  7.33% 

 

 
Table 2.  Real Average Earnings*, by group 

  1980 1990 2000 

All  $24,781   $29,020  $35,549 
Male  $32,761   $38,005  $45,160 
Female  $13,713   $18,449  $24,556 
Primary Earner  $36,976   $43,670  $52,586 
Secondary Earner  $10,810   $13,508  $17,492 
Primary Male  $38,410   $45,937  $55,362 
Primary Female  $19,903   $26,996  $36,434 
Secondary Male  $16,344   $16,952  $22,741 
Secondary Female  $9,957   $12,888  $16,327 

* 2000 dollars, personal consumption expenditures deflator. 
 



        Baldwin, Allgrunn and Ring, International Journal of Applied Economics, 8(1), March 2011, 46-54 54

 
Table 3.   Own‐Wage Elasticities, by group 

Indep. Var.: HP: Hours worked by primary wage earner 
  1980 1990 2000 

Husbands  .112***  .092*  0.096 
   (0.038)  (0.056)  (0.076) 
Wives  .702***  .428*** .548***   
   (0.106)  (0.052)  (0.074) 
Primary Earners  .395***  .614*** .794*** 
   (0.036)  (0.041)  (0.058) 
Secondary Earners  0.034  0.063  1.377*** 
   (0.154)  (0.145)  (0.292) 

Standard errors in parentheses.     
***Significant at the 1% level     
**Significant at the 5% level     
*Significant at the 10% level 

     
 
 

Table 4.  Cross‐Wage Elasticities, by group  

Indep var: HS: Hours worked by secondary wage earner 
  1980 1990 2000 

Husbands  ‐.038**  ‐0.031  0.002 
   (0.015)  (0.024)  (0.031) 
Wives  ‐.241***  ‐.171*** ‐.175***
   (0.007)  (0.008)  (0.010) 
Primary Earners  ‐.195***  ‐.689*** ‐.644***
   (0.050)  (0.076)  (0.089) 
Secondary Earners  ‐.073***  0.03  ‐.151***
   (0.011)  (0.021)  (0.042) 

Standard errors in parentheses     
***Significant at the 1% level     
**Significant at the 5% level     
*Significant at the 10% level     

 


