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ABSTRACT 

The growing economic resemblance of spouses has contributed to rising inequality by increasing 

the number of couples in which there are two high- or two low-earning partners. The dominant 

explanation for this trend is increased assortative mating. Previous research has primarily relied 

on cross-sectional data and thus has been unable to disentangle changes in assortative mating 

from changes in the division of spouses’ paid labor—a potentially key mechanism given the 

dramatic rise in wives’ labor supply. We use data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 

(PSID) to decompose the increase in the correlation between spouses’ earnings and its 

contribution to inequality between 1970 to 2013 into parts due to (a) changes in assortative 

mating and (b) changes in the division of paid labor. Contrary to what has often been assumed, 

the rise of economic homogamy and its contribution to inequality is largely attributable to 

changes in the division of paid labor, rather than changes in sorting on earnings or earnings 

potential. Our findings indicate that the rise of economic homogamy cannot be explained by 

hypotheses centered on meeting and matching opportunities and show where in this process 

inequality is generated and where it is not. 

 

Key words: economic homogamy, assortative mating, division of paid labor, inequality, life 

course. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is abundant research showing that changes in the family have contributed to the dramatic 

rise in income inequality in the United States since the late 1970s (see McCall and Percheski 

2010; McLanahan and Percheski 2008 for reviews). Large increases in single-parent families and 

declining marriage rates mean that smaller fractions of people benefit from pooled incomes and 

economies of scale thereby contributing to the growing gap between the rich and the poor. In 

addition, husbands’ and wives’ earnings have become more similar, that is, more economically 

homogamous. Growing economic homogamy has contributed to rising inequality by increasing 

the number of couples in which there are two high- or two low-earning partners. Previous studies 

have found that increasing earnings homogamy accounts for between 17% and 51% of the 

increase in inequality across married couple families in the United States (see Schwartz 2010 for 

a review). Thus, the well-off are now “doubly advantaged”—they are both more likely to be 

married and thus have access to a second paycheck, and because of increased economic 

homogamy, they are also more likely to be married to another high-earning spouse. 

The dominant explanation for rising economic homogamy is increased assortative mating 

(e.g., Blossfeld and Timm 2003; Breen and Andersen 2012; Breen and Salazar 2010, 2011; Eika 

et al. 2014; Fernández and Rogerson 2001; Kremer 1997; Schwartz and Mare 2005). The idea is 

that couples are increasingly sorting on education or other socioeconomic characteristics in 

choosing their marriage partners and thus have more similar earnings, thereby increasing 

economic inequality across families and households. The growth of educational assortative 

mating and the rising correlation between spouses’ earnings is consistent with this interpretation 

(Cancian and Reed 1999; Pencavel 1998; Schwartz 2010; Schwartz and Mare 2005). But another 

possibility is that increased economic homogamy has nothing to do with sorting.  Instead, the 
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rise may be the result of sweeping changes in the economic organization of families, that is, the 

shift in the division of paid labor from a breadwinner/homemaker model of marriage to a dual-

earner model (Ruggles 2015). In particular, the massive rise in wives’ and mothers’ labor force 

participation means that women are out of the labor market for less time than in the past and thus 

their earnings may be more commensurate with men’s for a larger portion of their married lives. 

This would increase economic homogamy among married couples even if there were no increase 

in sorting.  

Research on the link between assortative mating and inequality has recognized the 

potentially important role of the division of paid labor for increased inequality, but this 

explanation has often been more of an afterthought than the focus of past work, which has 

centered on the role of assortative mating (e.g., Breen and Andersen 2012; Breen and Salazar 

2011; Schwartz 2010). In addition, past studies have primarily relied on cross-sectional data and 

thus have been unable to disentangle the respective contributions of sorting and labor supply 

(e.g., Blackburn and Bloom 1995; Breen and Salazar 2011; Cancian and Reed 1999; Eika et al. 

2014; Schwartz 2010; Western et al. 2008).  

By contrast, a handful of recent studies have attempted to separate the effects of changes 

in assortative mating from the effects of changes in couples’ labor supply on rising inequality 

(Greenwood et al. 2014; Hryshko et al. 2014; Hyslop 2001; Pestel 2014). Similar to these 

studies, our main focus is the extent to which the rise in economic homogamy is due to 

assortative mating versus changes in the division of paid labor in marriage. But unlike prior 

research, we adopt a demographic perspective that emphasizes the importance of the life course 

and cohort succession as a mechanism for social change (Elder 1999; Ryder 1965). Other studies 

have collapsed variation across the life course and marriage cohorts in favor of cross-sectional 
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period indicators of assortative mating and labor supply. Understanding how economic 

homogamy unfolds within and between cohorts, however, gives us clues about the potential 

mechanisms generating these changes in ways that period measures cannot. As Ryder powerfully 

argued, “The raison d’être of the longitudinal approach is the organization of personal data in 

temporal sequence, to determine the causal potentiality of otherwise isolated acts” (1965:858-9). 

Our study is the first to our knowledge to show how economic homogamy evolves within and 

between cohorts, bringing descriptive evidence to bear on the various mechanisms of change. 

Thus, our study bridges the literature on assortative mating and inequality (e.g., Breen and 

Andersen 2012; Greenwood et al. 2014; Schwartz 2010) and studies of patterns of gender 

inequality and labor market participation across the life course (e.g., Goldin 2014; Percheski 

2008). We supplement our longitudinal results with an analysis that is more conceptually similar 

to prior studies using period measures to check the robustness of our results to alternative 

methods. 

Contrary to what has often been assumed, we show that the vast majority of the increase 

in economic homogamy is due to shifts in the division of paid labor in marriage rather than 

sorting on earnings or economic potential. This finding is relevant for empirical work on the link 

between family change and inequality because it suggests that the rise of economic homogamy 

cannot be explained by hypotheses centering on meeting and matching opportunities that may 

affect sorting into marriage. Rather, our results are more consistent with explanations for the rise 

of dual-earner marriages, such as increased job opportunities for women, the rising cost of 

childrearing, and declining fertility. In addition, our results suggest that previous studies have 

often focused on a part of the process where much less of the variation is generated. Unlike the 

previous focus on sorting, we show that the big change driving increased economic homogamy 
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and its subsequent impact on inequality has been the massive shift in the division of paid labor in 

marriage.  

 

EXPLANATIONS FOR RISING ECONOMIC HOMOGAMY 

Increased Sorting on Earnings 

Multiple processes may have led to increases in the economic resemblance of spouses over the 

past several decades. Given the rise of educational assortative mating (Schwartz and Mare 2005), 

many have argued that the correlation between spouses’ earnings should have increased in turn. 

This could either be a by-product of sorting on education (given that those with higher education 

also tend to have higher earnings), or because couples are increasingly differentiating between 

potential spouses based on current earnings or earnings potential. Given the growing earnings 

gap between the college educated and those with less education, men and women may be 

increasingly sorting on earnings because they have more to lose by “marrying down” (Fernández 

et al. 2005). Relatedly, growing residential segregation by income (Reardon and Bischoff 2011) 

may restrict the opportunities that young people have to meet potential mates outside their 

income bracket and may also widen social differences between income groups making 

intermarriage across economic strata less likely. The reduction of occupational segregation by 

gender may also have increased the opportunities for high earning men to match with high 

earning women (Blau et al. 2013). Apart from shifts in meeting and matching opportunities, the 

growing symmetry of men’s and women’s preferences for mates with good financial prospects 

may partially drive increases in economic homogamy (Buss et al. 2001) and increased age at first 

marriage may facilitate sorting on observed earnings and earnings potential (Oppenheimer 1988). 
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These mechanisms are not mutually exclusive and all point to an increased sorting on earnings 

and earnings potential.  

 

From Breadwinners/Homemakers to Dual-Earner Marriages  

Economic homogamy may also increase as a result of changes in spouses’ division of the 

breadwinning responsibility during marriage. The steep rise of wives’ and mothers’ employment 

since the 1960s shifted the modal division of paid labor from a breadwinner-homemaker to a 

dual-earner model of marriage thus transforming how spouses’ economic resemblance evolves 

across the life course. This change began with older wives who rejoined the labor force after 

childrearing and continued with younger wives who increasingly remained employed after 

marriage and during their childbearing and childrearing years (Goldin 2006; Oppenheimer 1994). 

Explanations for the rise of wives’ and mothers’ employment point to macroeconomic 

and demographic forces as key drivers of change. The rising demand for labor and increased job 

opportunities for women reduced the gender wage gap and raised the opportunity cost of staying 

at home (e.g., Cotter et al. 2001; Goldin 1990; Mulligan and Rubinstein 2008). The deteriorating 

economic status of men and the rising costs of social reproduction (e.g. increasingly lengthy 

investments in children’s human capital) increased the vulnerability of single-earner households 

to economic uncertainties in comparison to the dual-earner family form (Oppenheimer 1994). At 

the same time, fertility declines have decreased the years spent rearing young children, leaving 

more time available for employment (Oppenheimer 1994), changes that were facilitated by the 

advent of effective birth control technology (Bailey 2006; Goldin and Katz 2002). These changes 

have led many to observe that the specialization and trading model of marriage that characterized 

American families into the 1970s (Becker 1974) has shifted to one characterized by increased 
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economic collaboration and flexibility about the breadwinner role (e.g., Cherlin 2004; Gerson 

2010; Goldscheider et al. 2015; Oppenheimer 1997). 

Given the rapid nature of change in the 1970s and 1980s, several scholars have argued 

that the rise of wives’ labor force participation was largely unexpected. For instance, Goldin 

(2006) makes this argument citing evidence that in the 1970s women in their late teens expected 

their labor force participation to resemble their mothers’ and only upwardly revised their 

expectations as they married and grew older. Similarly, Gerson (1985) showed that women’s 

working lives took unexpected turns in the 1970s and 1980s due to the rapid increase in labor 

market opportunities. Moreover, attitudinal data indicates that wives’ employment behavior 

changed before attitudes about working wives and mothers began to change (Ruggles 2015: 

Figure 9). Thus, changes in fertility, women’s labor market opportunities, men’s economic 

standing, and the costs of childrearing may have worked in concert to stimulate wives’ economic 

contributions and in turn increase economic homogamy in ways that may not have been 

anticipated at the time of marriage. 

 

Previous Literature: Sorting vs. Shifts in the Division of Paid Labor  

Although there are good reasons to expect that sorting on earnings or other characteristics 

associated with earnings have increased thereby contributing to growing inequality, the empirical 

evidence connecting these trends is weak. For instance, there is a small but growing literature on 

the impact of educational assortative mating on earnings inequality. Some studies find that 

increased educational assortative mating has increased inequality in the United States (Fernández 

and Rogerson 2001; Greenwood et al. 2014) and others find that it has not (Breen and Salazar 

2010, 2011; Eika et al. 2014; Harmenberg 2014; Hryshko et al. 2014; Kremer 1997; Western et 
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al. 2008). Breen and Salazar (2011) showed that a likely explanation for the null finding in the 

United States is the weak connection between increased educational assortative mating and 

economic homogamy. The rise in economic homogamy, they argued, must be explained by 

sorting on characteristics other than education “and/or changes in the labor market-related 

decisions and behaviors of couples” (2010: 833). Consistent with the interpretation that wives’ 

labor supply is a crucial determinant of the effects of assortative mating on inequality, Breen and 

Andersen (2012) find that the impact of educational assortative mating is larger in Denmark, 

where a substantially higher percentage of wives work than in the United States. Thus, while the 

focus of much past work has been on sorting as a mechanism for increased inequality, results 

from previous studies suggest that changes in the division of paid labor are a key explanation for 

rising economic homogamy. 

 The pivotal role of wives’ labor supply is also implicated in other studies that have 

attempted to quantify the relative effects of assortative mating and changes in the division of 

paid labor on inequality. Greenwood et al. (2014) and Pestel (2014) find that the extent to which 

assortative mating affects inequality depends crucially on the extent to which wives work. 

Hyslop (2001) found smaller effects of couples’ labor supply than other studies, but included 

only continuously employed couples, thereby likely understating the impact of labor supply on 

inequality among all married couples. Hryshko, Juhn, and McCue (2014) found very small 

effects of both assortative mating and labor supply on inequality, but only measured the effects 

of coordinated labor supply decisions (e.g. an increase in wives’ employment with the loss of a 

husbands’ job). The total impact of wives’ increased labor force participation on inequality, 

which we examine here, may be much larger than the impact of their coordinated decisions.  
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A related and older literature addresses the overall impact of changes in wives’ labor 

supply on inequality. These studies concluded that increases in women’s employment were 

equalizing because of the reduction of variation in women’s earnings as more women entered the 

labor force, but that the rise of economic homogamy was dis-equalizing (Blackburn and Bloom 

1995; Cancian et al. 1993; Cancian and Reed 1998, 1999). Nevertheless, because these studies 

relied on cross-sectional data, they could not disentangle the extent to which increases in 

economic homogamy were due to sorting versus changes in the division of paid labor. 

Thus, while the emphasis of much recent work has been on sorting as a mechanism for 

inequality, results from previous literature suggest that wives’ labor supply may be a crucial but 

underappreciated component of trends in economic homogamy. We make this case more 

strongly than past research by showing where in the process inequality is generated and where it 

is not, and by using multiple measures of the contribution of changes in sorting and the division 

of paid labor to the rise of economic homogamy, each which point to the same conclusion.  

 

ANALYSIS PLAN 

There are two dominant ways of conceptualizing assortative mating on earnings in the literature: 

(1) the degree of spouses’ earnings resemblance before or at the time of marriage; and (2) the 

degree of resemblance on earnings potential. The gold standard for measuring the degree of 

sorting into marriage in the assortative mating literature has largely been the first, that is, the 

similarity of spouses’ characteristics among newlyweds (Kalmijn 1998). Ideally, one would 

measure both spouses’ characteristics before marriage to get closer to the characteristics couples 

actually sort on in the courtship process (Blossfeld 2009), but data on future spouses’ 

characteristics are often absent from large scale survey data unless the marriage is proceeded by 
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a cohabitation. However, it has long been recognized that couples sort not only on current 

characteristics, but also on expected future characteristics (Oppenheimer 1988) and some studies 

have measured assortative mating as sorting on expected earnings or measures of permanent 

earnings rather than earnings at the time of marriage (e.g., Hryshko et al. 2014; Hyslop 2001; 

Sweeney and Cancian 2004).  

In our first and main set of analyses, we approach the problem from a life course 

perspective, examining the changing evolution of economic homogamy both within and between 

marriage cohorts. In this analysis, we follow the assortative mating literature and define sorting 

as the degree of spousal resemblance in couples’ first year of marriage and changes in the 

division of paid labor as shifts in economic homogamy that occur after the first year of marriage. 

This analysis provides the descriptive basis for testing hypothesis about the point in couples’ 

lives in which inequalities are generated. We go on to examine the implications of our results for 

trends in inequality—how much of the rise in inequality across married couples is due to 

increases in assortative mating versus changes that occur after the first year of marriage? 

Because our interest is in the link between the observed trend in economic homogamy 

and inequality, we do not control for various compositional shifts that could affect trends (e.g., 

changes in age at marriage or fertility). These shifts may be important mechanisms behind the 

trends we observe, but will work through either changes in sorting or changes in the division of 

paid labor, which can be viewed as proximate determinants of economic homogamy. For 

instance, declining fertility may have increased wives’ labor supply and increases in age at 

marriage may have increased sorting. Our life course approach identifies the inequality 

generating points in the process thus paving the way for future analyses on the more distal social 

and economic causes of these shifts. 
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In our second set of analyses, we take an approach more similar to past research to check 

the robustness of our results to alternative methods, collapsing across the life course and defining 

assortative mating as the correlation between spouses’ full-time full-year earnings potential. This 

analysis examines the extent to which couples are increasingly sorting on earnings potential. In 

this set of analyses, we also examine deviations from husbands’ and wives’ full-time full-year 

earnings potential to assess whether changes in wives’ deviations (consistent with a wives’ labor 

supply explanation) drive the increase in the correlation between spouses’ earnings.  

Note that neither measure of sorting is without error. In the first analyses, sorting does 

not include sorting before marriage (although our results are robust to the inclusion of 

cohabitors) or sorting on expected future characteristics, and the measure of the division of paid 

labor component does not isolate changes in labor supply given that correlation between 

spouses’ earnings may be driven by either changes in spouses’ labor supply or wages. Our 

second set of analyses separates the contribution of husbands’ and wives’ labor supply from 

changes in their earnings potential but is based on potentially incomplete models (discussed 

below). Taken together, however, the results strongly point to the key role of wives’ labor supply 

in the rise of economic homogamy and the relatively small contribution of sorting. 

 

DATA, MEASURES, & METHODS 

Data 

Our primary data source is the 1968-2013 Panel of Income Dynamics (PSID). The PSID is a 

longitudinal study of American households that began in 1968. All persons living in PSID 

families in 1968 were interviewed yearly through 1997 and every other year since then. The 

PSID also follows anyone born into or adopted by a PSID family even after they moved out of 
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the original household. Those who married into PSID families were followed for as long as they 

lived with a member of the PSID sample. Our sample is comprised of married couples in the 

original cross-sectional sample in which the wife is between 16-55 years of age and their 

descendants. We restrict the sample to household heads and their spouses and exclude the Latino, 

immigrant refresher sample, and low-income oversample so that changes in these samples do not 

affect our results. The results are robust to these exclusions (see the proposed online appendix for 

results).  

 We also use the 1940 to 1980 U.S. decennial censuses (Ruggles et al. 2010), the 1984-

2013 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), and the 1970 to 2013 March Current 

Population Survey (CPS) to supplement results from the PSID, as discussed further below. To 

increase their comparability, we select wives between the ages of 16 and 55 at the time of the 

survey across the data sources (PSID, U.S. census, SIPP, and CPS). 

 

Measures 

We examine the association between married couples’ prior calendar year’s annual labor income 

(earnings) from 1970 to 2013.1 Beginning in 1997, the PSID moved from an annual to a biennial 

schedule and thus most measures are available every other year since that time. Beginning in 

2003, however, the PSID began collecting retrospective information about heads’ and spouses’ 

labor income for off years (2 calendar years prior to the interview) and we take advantage of 

������������������������������������������������������������
1 PSID labor income includes wages and salaries, bonuses, overtime, tips, commissions, and other labor income, as 
well as labor income from farms and unincorporated businesses from 1970 to 1993. Beginning in 1994, PSID labor 
income excludes labor income from farms and unincorporated businesses. Sensitivity checks suggest that our results 
are robust to the change in the definition of earnings between 1993 and 1994. Husbands’ wage and salary income is 
measured consistently across years, but this measure is not available consistently for wives. We examined trends in 
the correlation between husbands’ wage and salary income and the expanded version of labor income for wives, and 
they were very similar to those presented below. 
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these data in our analyses. Spouses’ earnings are inflation adjusted to 2012 dollars using the 

Consumer Price Index (CPI-U).  

 Because measures of inequality and homogamy may be sensitive to changes in the top-

coding of earnings, we impose a consistent top-code across all our data sets equal to the 

maximum percentage of the husband/wife sample with top-coded earnings in the March CPS in 

each year (Burkhauser et al. 2004). A maximum of 3% of husbands in the March CPS had their 

earnings top-coded whereas <1% of wives’ earnings were top-coded. Therefore, husbands’ 

earnings above the 97th percentile are replaced with earnings for those at the 97th percentile in 

each year and wives’ earnings are not adjusted. 

 There are many possible ways to measure the changing association between spouses’ 

earnings (Schwartz 2010). We use a summary measure of the association, the correlation 

coefficient. Other summary measures of the association from log-linear models such as uniform 

association and distance models show trends similar to those we present here. A key advantage 

of the correlation coefficient is that a commonly used measure of inequality, the coefficient of 

variation (CV), is decomposable into parts due to inequality among husbands, inequality among 

wives, and the correlation between spouses’ earnings (e.g., Cancian et al. 1993). We take 

advantage of these qualities to estimate the impact of changes in economic homogamy on 

inequality measured by the CV. 

 

Methods 

Our first set of analyses examines trends in economic homogamy from a life course perspective. 

To decompose change in the correlation between spouses’ earnings between 1970 and 2013, we 

adapt classic methods for decomposing differences into parts due to differences in rates and 
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differences in population composition (Kitagawa 1955). To begin, we are interested in the extent 

to which the change in the correlation between spouses’ earnings from 1970 and 2013 is due to 

the change in two rates: (1) change in the correlation at the time of marriage (the sorting 

component) and (2) change that occurs after marriage (the division of paid labor component).  

 We can formalize this as follows. In any given year, the cross-sectional correlation 

between spouses’ earnings can be estimated as: 

 

ǁ௧ݎ ൌ σ ௧௜௜ݓ௧௜ݎ     where i = 1 to 30  (1) 

 

where r is the correlation between spouses’ earnings, t is year, i is marital duration in years, and  

w is the proportion of marriages at duration i in year t. We follow marriage cohorts for 30 years 

(i = 30) or until they are censored. Equation (1) produces an estimate of the correlation in year t 

rather than the observed correlation because, unlike the mean, a weighted average of correlation 

coefficients across groups does not equal the correlation coefficient estimated at the individual 

level. Nevertheless, sensitivity tests indicate that trends in the correlation coefficients from Eq. 

(1) are quite similar to those estimated from individual-level data. 

 To simulate what trends in the correlation would have been had assortative mating in the 

first year of marriage remained constant between 1970 and 2013 but changes that occur after 

marriage varied as observed, we fix the correlation between spouses’ earnings for all newlyweds 

marrying after 1970 at their 1970 values and allow the correlation to evolve across subsequent 

marriage durations as observed. This can be written as: 
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௖௜ƍݎ ൌ ଵଽ଻଴ǡଵݎ ൅ ሺݎ௖௜ െ   ௖ଵሻݎ

            where i = 1 to 30 and (c > 1970, else ݎ௖௜ƍ ൌ ௖௜ݎ )     (2) 

 

where c = marriage cohort (year of marriage) and ݎ௖௜ƍ  is the counterfactual correlation for 

marriage cohort c at marital duration i. Thus, in every year, couples in their first year of marriage 

have the correlations from 1970 and in each subsequent year, the correlation moves up or down 

depending on the observed change between marital duration i and couples in their first year of 

marriage in cohort c. This method holds the newlywed values constant at 1970 but allows the 

“trajectories” of the correlations by marriage cohort to vary as observed. 

 In the second simulation, we estimate the trend in the correlation under the counterfactual 

that all marriage cohorts after 1970 had the same correlation as those marrying in 1970 for all 

marital durations, or,    

௖௜ƍƍݎ ൌ ଵଽ଻଴ǡ௜ݎ         

where i = 1 to 30 and (c > 1970, else ݎ௖௜ƍƍ ൌ ௖௜ݎ ) (3) 

 

Thus, marriages formed after 1970 all have the newlywed correlations and “trajectories” of those 

marrying in 1970.  

 The simulation in Eq. (3) allows marriages formed prior to 1970 to vary as observed and 

thus, in our third simulation, we further apply the 1970 correlations to all marriages formed from 

1940-2013, 

 

௖௜ƍƍƍݎ ൌ ଵଽ଻଴ǡ௜ݎ                                

             where i = 1 to 30 and c � 1940                      (4) 
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 The drawback to Eq. (4) is that it does not separate changes due to assortative mating 

versus the division of paid labor among marriages formed prior to 1970. The reason for this is 

that the PSID is prospective and we do not have earnings information back to the 1940s; we only 

have earnings information beginning in 1968 when the survey was first administered. Thus, we 

supplement our analysis using the 1940, 1960, 1970, and 1980 U.S. decennial censuses for the 

earlier marriage cohorts.2 We do not use the later censuses because date of first marriage 

information was not collected after 1980 and thus marital duration cannot be calculated. The 

analysis procedure using the census is exactly the same as described above for the PSID with two 

modifications: a) we linearly interpolate the correlation between census years by cohort and 

marriage duration, and b) because the census is not longitudinal, trajectories are comprised of 

different couples at different marital durations. Because the census and PSID are quite different, 

we do not pool the two data sources, but perform a separate decomposition of changes in 

earnings homogamy between 1970 and 1980 using the census data to estimate how much change 

between 1970 and 1980 in the PSID is due to changes in sorting in the first year of marriage 

versus changes in the division of paid labor. See the online appendix for details on the census 

analysis. 

 Equations (2)-(4) are written in terms of changes in earnings correlations by marital 

duration within marriage cohorts, but we are ultimately interested in how cohort and duration 

shifts in these processes explain period trends in economic homogamy. Because year of marriage 

plus marital duration equals year (c + i = t), we can use equations (2) through (4) to estimate the 

simulated cross-sectional period correlations under the various counterfactuals. For instance, the 

������������������������������������������������������������
2 We do not use the 1950 census because only one person in the household was asked about their earnings and thus 
spouses’ earnings correlations cannot be calculated.  
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counterfactual period trend in which the correlation for newlyweds from 1970-2013 remains 

fixed at its 1970 values is: 

௧ƍݎ ൌ σ ௧௜ƍݎ ௧௜௜ݓ       (5) 

 

Note from equation (5) that changes in the distribution of marital durations (ݓ௧௜) also affect 

period measures of the correlation between spouses’ earnings. Therefore, to fully decompose 

trends, one also needs to account for the shifting distribution of marital durations in the 

population. Equations similar to equation (5) are used to estimate period trends for the other 

counterfactuals. These are summarized in Appendix Table 3. 

 Our second set of analyses estimates sorting on full-time/full-year (FTFY) earnings 

potential, using a method to measure earnings potential similar to that described in Xie et al. 

(2003). We use data from the 1970 to 2000 U.S. census and 2001-2013 American Community 

Survey (ACS) on FTFY workers (defined as those working over 34 hours per week for at least 

50 weeks per year) to predict annual earnings separately by sex and survey year as a function of 

age, age squared, education, 3-digit occupation, race, and parental status. Earnings potential 

estimated from the census/ACS is then merged with the PSID, thereby assigning earnings 

potential for the full sample including those who work part-time or have zero annual earnings. 

Thus, spouses’ earnings potential in each year of marriage is measured as predicted FTFY 

earnings based on individuals’ characteristics in that year.3 The proposed online appendix gives 

further details on the estimation and fit statistics of these models. 

������������������������������������������������������������
3 Defining sorting as the association between husbands’ and wives’ FTFY earnings potential as predicted by 
characteristics in a given year assumes that individuals are able to perfectly foresee changes that may affect their 
future earnings such as changes in occupation or educational attainment. To the extent that individuals do not 
foresee these changes, we will overestimate the contribution of sorting on earnings potential to trends in economic 
�
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RESULTS 

Trends in Earnings Homogamy 

Figure 1 shows trends in the correlation between spouses’ earnings from 1940 to 2013 for 

newlyweds and prevailing marriages using data from the PSID, SIPP, U.S. decennial census, and 

March CPS. For ease of presentation, data from the PSID, SIPP, and CPS are grouped in five-

year intervals. As shown in previous research using the March CPS (Reed and Cancian 2012; 

Schwartz 2010), Figure 1 demonstrates that the correlation between spouses’ earnings among 

prevailing marriages rose quickly from 1970 through about 1990 but has increased little since 

then. Figure 1 also shows trends among newlyweds. The correlation for newlyweds estimated 

from the PSID is consistently higher than from the census and the SIPP (most likely because of 

differences in when earnings is measured relative to the date of marriage across the sources) but 

the lack of a strong trend is similar across sources. The level difference for newlyweds is not an 

issue for our analyses because the decomposition relies on change in the correlation rather than 

on absolute levels.  

 Substantively, there are two main lessons to draw from trends among newlyweds. First, 

the correlations for newlyweds are much higher than for prevailing marriages. This pattern is 

consistent with declines in women’s labor force participation after marriage. Second, and more 

importantly, we do not observe the steep and sustained increase that we would expect given the 

increase in educational assortative mating since at least the 1960s reported by Schwartz and 

Mare (2005). There are hints of an increase in the correlation for newlyweds in the 1970s and 

1980s, but overall, what is most notable for newlyweds is the relative lack of change. Thus, this 

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
homogamy. Sensitivity tests show that estimating predicted earnings based only on characteristics at the time of 
marriage yield results very similar to those presented here. 
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is a first indication that assortative mating (at least as measured as characteristics at the time of 

marriage) is most likely not responsible for the bulk of the increase in earnings homogamy 

among prevailing marriages.  

 To put these findings in context, Figure 2 shows trends in husbands’ and wives’ labor 

force participation from 1970 to 2013 using PSID data. Panel A of Figure 2 shows that trends in 

wives’ labor force participation (non-zero annual earnings in the past year) mirror trends in the 

correlation between spouses’ earnings among prevailing marriages. Both trends show a rise from 

1970 to about 1990 and relative stability since then. Panel A also shows that perhaps it is not 

surprising that there has been less change in the correlation between spouses’ earnings among 

newlyweds given that newlywed wives were already working at relatively high levels in the 

1970s and have changed their labor force participation to a much lesser extent than all wives. 

Panel B shows that husbands in newly formed and prevailing marriages work less than they once 

did, but by far the largest change in labor force participation is the well-known rise in wives’ 

market work.    

 Figure 1 showed trends among newlyweds and prevailing marriages, but what about 

trends at other marital durations? Figure 3 answers this question by showing trends in life course 

patterns of spouses’ earnings correlations. For marriages beginning in the 1970s and after, the 

first data point for each cohort is the correlation among newlyweds (e.g., the first year of 

marriage for those married in the 1970s) followed by the correlation for up to 30 years of 

marriage. Cohort trends for those married in the 1950s and 1960s begin in couples’ 20th and 10th 

years of marriage, respectively. The lines represent lowess smoothed trends based on earnings 

correlations for single years of marriage. The main finding is that later cohorts maintain higher 

spousal earnings correlations for more of their married lives than earlier cohorts. For all marriage 
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cohorts, the correlation between spouses’ earnings declines initially. For couples married in the 

1970s, the decline lasted approximately 20 years whereas for those married in the 1980s, the 

decline lasted approximately 15 years. The compression of the U-shaped trends continued among 

couples married in the 1990s. For this cohort, the downward trajectory lasted for only about 10 

years, rebounding faster than either of the previous two cohorts. There is some evidence of a 

reversal in the downward trajectory after about 10 years of marriage for the 2000 cohort, but  

data on future years are necessary to confirm this. Figure 3 also shows that there were large 

increases in the correlation between spouses’ earnings among cohorts married in the 1950s and 

1960s well into their married lives. Overall, the patterns in later cohorts are consistent with 

shorter spells out of the labor market, declining fertility, and a shift from a breadwinner-

homemaker to dual-earner model of marriage.4 

 Although our explanation has rested thus far on a shift in the division of paid labor, it is 

possible that increases in the correlation between spouses’ earnings are not due to shifts in the 

hours that spouses work, but to an increase in the correlation between their wages given the 

contemporaneous shrinking wage gap. Figure 4 shows that this is not the case; the correlation 

between spouses’ wages did not substantially increase over this period. Rather than being driven 

by wages, the correlation between spouses’ earnings almost perfectly reflects the increasing 

correlation between spouses’ hours, a trend consistent with the shift in the division of paid labor 

in marriage from a breadwinner-homemaker to a dual-earner model. We return to the 

contribution of changes in spouses’ labor supply in the second part of our analysis, which allows 
������������������������������������������������������������
4 While not the focus of the present investigation, there is evidence that fertility plays a role in explaining these U-
shaped trends. The U-shapes are less pronounced and the correlations between spouses’ earnings are higher for 
couples without children (with the caveat that our estimates are imprecise because of small samples of childless 
couples in the PSID particularly at higher marital durations). See the proposed online appendix for details. 

Although there is evidence that life course patterns in the correlation vary by education, it is not the case 
that one group drives the increase. The correlation between spouses’ earnings increases for women with all levels of 
education. We include descriptive trends by education in the proposed online appendix. 
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us to more directly examine the separate contributions of shifts in husbands’ versus wives’ labor 

supply. 

 

Change Among Newlyweds vs. Change After the First Year of Marriage 

To quantify the extent to which changes among newlyweds versus changes that occur after the 

first year of marriage account for observed increases in the correlation between spouses’ 

earnings, we estimate a series of counterfactual trends using the methods described above. To 

estimate the contribution of changes among newlyweds married in 1970 and after, we hold the 

correlation among newlyweds constant at its 1970s values for all subsequent marriage cohorts 

but allow all else to change as observed. As Figure 5 shows, this counterfactual trend is very 

similar to the observed trend, which is consistent with the small increase in newlyweds’ 

correlations between 1970 and 2013 shown in Figure 1. Panel A of Table 1 shows that changes 

in the correlation between newlyweds’ earnings explain only 11% of the increase between 

spouses’ earnings between 1970 and 2013.  

 The second counterfactual holds the correlation between newlyweds’ earnings constant at 

their 1970 values for all subsequent marriage cohorts and additionally holds the trajectories of 

spouses’ earnings correlations constant at their 1970 values for all subsequent marriage cohorts. 

Differencing these two counterfactuals gives us an estimate of the portion of change due to 

changes that occur after the first year of marriage. Figure 5 and Table 1 show that changes in the 

correlation between spouses’ earnings after the first year of marriage explain somewhat more of 

the overall increase (17%). Thus, from these simulations, shifts in sorting on earnings as 

measured in couples’ first year of marriage and shifts that occur after the first year of marriage 
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both play relatively small roles in explaining the overall rise, although shifts that occur after 

marriage play a somewhat larger role.  

 What explains the remainder of the increase in the correlation between spouses’ earnings? 

One factor that has not yet been accounted for are changes that occurred for couples married 

before 1970. As mentioned above, because we lack earnings information for cohorts married 

before the start of the PSID, we cannot decompose these early changes into parts due to changes 

among newlyweds and parts due to changes later in marriage. Thus, to estimate the portion of the 

trend that is due to changes in the correlation between spouses’ earnings among cohorts married 

prior to 1970, we set the correlation at all marital durations for couples married between 1940 

and 2013 to their 1970 values. Figure 5 shows that changes among couples married before 1970 

explain a large portion of the overall increase, especially in the early 1970s, and 64% of the 

overall rise (Table 1). Changes in the distribution of marital durations in the sample explain 9% 

of the rise. 

 Because such a large proportion of the increasing correlation is due to changes among 

earlier marriages, we turn to supplemental data from the 1940, 1960, 1970, and 1980 decennial 

censuses in which we can identify the correlation among newlyweds and at subsequent marital 

durations to further decompose this portion of the trend. We follow the same procedure 

described above to decompose the portion of the 1970-1980 prevailing marriage census trend 

(shown in Figure 1) into parts due to changes among couples in their first year of marriage from 

1940-1980 and changes that occur after the first year of marriage for these cohorts (see the 

proposed online appendix for further details). Panel B of Table 1 shows that 100% of the 

increase between 1970 and 1980 in the census is due to changes that occur after the first year of 
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marriage. Changes among newlyweds explain 2% of the increase whereas changes in the 

distribution of marital durations slightly dampened increases in the correlation.  

 Thus, the census results suggest that the portion of the rise we were previously unable to 

decompose (64%) is likely to be virtually entirely due to changes that occur after the first year of 

marriage. As shown in Panel C of Table 1, the census and PSID results together imply that only 

12% of the rise in economic homogamy between 1970 and 2013 is attributable to changes among 

newlyweds, 80% is due to changes in how correlations evolve during marriage, and the 

remainder is due to shifts in the distribution of marital duration. This is compelling evidence that 

changes among newlyweds are a very small portion of the rising correlation between spouses’ 

earnings, and that shifts in what happens after marriage is the main engine of change. 

 What do these results imply for inequality among married couples? We use the 

simulations described above to estimate counterfactual trends in inequality using the coefficient 

of variation (CV), following the method outlined in Cancian et al. (1993) (see also the proposed 

online appendix for details). Table 2 shows results for the decomposition of change in the CV 

using PSID and census data.5 We estimate that 16% of increased inequality among married 

couples between 1970 and 2013 is due to increased economic homogamy (Panel C). However, 

the contribution between 1970 and 2005 is 22% (not shown), an estimate similar to that found in 

previous research over the same period (Schwartz 2010).6 Changes among newlyweds account 

for only 16% of the total impact of the correlation between spouses’ earnings on inequality 

whereas 78% is due to changes in how correlations evolve after the first year of marriage. Thus, 

������������������������������������������������������������
5 Our estimate of the total increase in inequality is similar to that found in previous research using data from other 
sources. We find that inequality increased by 37% from 1970 to 2005 using the PSID, whereas Schwartz (2010) 
found a 38% increase using March CPS data over the same period. 
6 Because the correlation between spouses’ earnings has been stable since around 1990 but inequality has risen, 
estimates of the contribution of economic homogamy to inequality are larger in earlier periods. 
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shifts in the division of paid labor, measured as changes in the evolution of spouses’ earnings 

correlations after the first year of marriage, are the driving force behind the impact of economic 

homogamy on earnings inequality among married couples.  

 

Sorting on Earnings Potential  

Our analyses thus far have shown that spouses do not appear to be sorting more on earnings at 

the time of marriage, but are they sorting more on earnings potential? To address this question 

we turn to our second set of analyses, which examines trends in economic homogamy on 

earnings potential using predicted FTFY earnings from the census and ACS.  

 Figure 6 shows that the correlation between spouses’ FTFY earnings potential (trend line 

1) has not increased. In fact, the correlation between spouses’ earnings potential was essentially 

flat across the period.7 Thus, the increasing correlation between spouses’ earnings cannot be 

explained by increased sorting on couples’ earnings potential. Rather, Figure 6 shows that the 

increase in observed economic homogamy (trend line 2) mirrors the correlation between 

husbands’ and wives’ deviations from predicted FTFY earnings. Spouses may deviate from their 

expected FTFY earnings because they are working less than FTFY (a labor supply explanation) 

and/or because other characteristics that predict earnings are not included in our model. For 

instance, couples may be using characteristics such as ability, motivation, or college prestige to 

extrapolate their spouses’ earnings potential. If couples are increasingly sorting on these and 

������������������������������������������������������������
7 Supplementary analyses suggest that the correlation between spouses’ earnings potential did not increase because 
the correlation between spouses’ years of schooling declined over this period in the PSID. The declining correlation 
between spouses’ years of schooling is inconsistent with many assortative mating studies, which have reported an 
increase in educational assortative mating over this period (see Schwartz 2013 for a review). However, the 
correlation coefficient is affected by changes in the marginal distributions of husbands’ and wives’ education. Log-
linear models controlling for shifts in the marginal distributions of education using the PSID produce increases in 
educational homogamy similar to those estimated by Schwartz and Mare (2005). It is debatable whether the best 
way to measure the effects of educational assortative mating on earnings homogamy and inequality is to control for 
the marginals (Breen and Salazar 2011). However, that is a separate issue. 
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other unmeasured characteristics, this would result in an increase in the correlation between 

husbands’ and wives’ deviations from predicted FTFY earnings. This is possible, but our finding 

that increases in the correlation between spouses’ hours closely mirror the rising correlation in 

spouses’ earnings (Figure 4) suggests that increases in wives’ labor force participation is a more 

likely explanation. 

 To further investigate whether increases in earnings homogamy are driven by husbands’ 

or wives’ deviations from predicted FTFY earnings, we plot the correlation between husbands’ 

observed annual earnings and wives’ FTFY earnings potential and wives’ observed annual 

earnings and husbands’ FTFY earnings potential. In conjunction with other trends in Figure 6, 

the results show that changes in wives’ deviations from their FTFY predicted earnings are 

responsible for the increasing correlation between spouses’ observed earnings. All of the trends 

that contain shifts in wives’ labor supply (Figure 6, trend lines 2, 3, and 5) show an increase in 

economic homogamy, whereas when wives’ labor supply is held constant the correlations 

decline or are flat (trend lines 1 and 4). In short, our results are not explained by increased 

sorting on earnings potential, but rather are driven by wives’ deviations from FTFY earnings 

potential. As in the first set of analyses, these results point to wives’ labor supply as a crucial 

factor for increases in economic homogamy. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Our study challenges prior research that has primarily conceptualized the rise in economic 

homogamy as a function of increased assortative mating (e.g. Blossfeld and Timm 2003; Breen 

and Andersen 2012; Breen and Salazar 2010, 2011; Eika et al. 2014; Fernández and Rogerson 

2001; Kremer 1997; Schwartz and Mare 2005). We find that the vast majority of the increase in 
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the correlation between spouses’ earnings between 1970 and 2013 was due to shifts in the 

division of paid labor in marriage rather than increased sorting on earnings at the time of 

marriage or on earnings potential. Shifts in the division of paid labor also drive the inequality 

producing effect of economic homogamy. We estimate that only 16% of the total contribution of 

economic homogamy to increases in earnings inequality among married couples is attributable to 

increased sorting. Our findings are consistent with prior work emphasizing the importance of 

women’s labor force participation for whether or not educational assortative mating translates 

into increased income inequality (Breen and Andersen 2012; Greenwood et al. 2014), but we 

also emphasize how changes in the division of paid labor impact economic homogamy even 

without changes in sorting.  

 Our life course approach also sheds light on the potential mechanisms behind the rise in 

economic homogamy. Changes in meeting and matching opportunities suggest an increase in 

economic homogamy at the time of marriage. Residential income segregation grew (Reardon and 

Bischoff 2011) and occupational sex segregation declined (Blau et al. 2013), both of which 

should increase the odds of marrying someone of a similar income group. Our results, however, 

did not show the expected increase in earnings similarity among newlyweds. This suggests that 

either the changes in the structure of search were not large enough to affect sorting on earnings 

or that they did not substantially affect the matching process. It may be that earnings among 

newlyweds and young people more generally have become “noisier” as the transition to 

adulthood has lengthened and earnings volatility has increased (Dynan et al. 2012; Oppenheimer 

et al. 1997).  

 Similarly, we did not find evidence of increased sorting on partners’ earnings potential. 

Sorting on earnings potential (as predicted by education, detailed occupation, and other 
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demographic characteristics) was essentially flat from 1970 to 2013 (see also Kremer 1997). This 

suggests that (1) individuals are either not more likely to sort on their spouses’ earnings potential 

today than they were in the 1970s, (2) spouses are using other measures to predict earnings 

potential that were not included in our models, or (3) earnings potential may not have been easily 

predictable for much of the period we examine. This latter conjecture is consistent with the 

argument that changes in women’s future labor force participation in the 1970s and 1980s were 

largely unanticipated (Gerson 1985; Goldin 2006). Despite the quieting of markers of gender 

equality (England 2010), sorting on earnings potential has not increased in recent years. This 

could indicate that the challenges of work-family balance and income volatility perpetuate 

uncertainty and limit young men’s and women’s capacity to anticipate earnings (Blair-Loy 2003; 

Stone 2007). 

 Future research should investigate the social and economic mechanisms that underlie our 

findings. We find that sorting is a relatively small component of changing economic homogamy 

while changes in the division of paid labor play a much larger role, but why is this the case? Why 

have changes in sorting on earnings or earnings potential been smaller than expected given 

changes in meeting and matching opportunities that point to increased homogamy? What are the 

primary reasons behind shifting patterns of economic resemblance across the life course? In 

particular, how have changes in the quantum and tempo of fertility affected these patterns? Other 

social and economic shifts may have also contributed to these patterns such as delayed marriage, 

the rising costs of housing and childrearing, and the stagnation of men’s median earnings. The 

results from this study set the stage for analyses of these issues. Our contribution has been to 

show how economic homogamy evolves across the life course and to identify where inequality is 

generated and where it is not. We find that sorting—the part of the process that most prior work 
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has focused on—has had a very small impact on trends in economic homogamy and its 

contribution to inequality relative to the much larger impact of the shift toward dual-earner 

marriages.  
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Change
% 

Contribution

0.0175 10.8

0.0269 16.6

Change Among those Married 1940-1969 0.1026 63.5

Changing Marital Duration Distributions 0.0147 9.1

Total 0.1617 100.0

0.0008 1.8

0.0439 100.0

-0.0008 -1.8

Total 0.0439 100.0

0.0193 11.9

0.1294 80.1

0.0129 8.0

Total 0.1617 100.0

Table 1. Decomposition of Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings 
Among Prevailing Marriages

Decomposition and Data Source

(A) Decomposition of Observed Change from 1970-
2013 (PSID Data) Due to:

Change Among Newlyweds Married 1970-2013

Change After 1st Year of Marriage for those 
Married 1970-2013

Change After 1st Year of Marriage for those 
Married 1940-2013

Changing Marital Duration Distributions

(B) Decomposition of Observed Change from 1970-
1980  (Census data) Due to:

Change Among Newlyweds Married 1940-1980

Change After 1st Year of Marriage for those 
Married 1940-1980

Changing Marital Duration Distributions

(C) Combined Decomposition of Observed Change 
from 1970-2013 (PSID & Census data) Due to:

Change Among Newlyweds Married 1940-2013

Sources: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and 1940, 1960, 1970, and 1980 U.S. decennial censuses.



Change

% Contribution 
to Change 

in CV

% Contribution 
of 

Component

0.0056 2.5 14.9

0.0087 3.9 23.2

Change Among those Married 1940-1969 0.0205 9.2 54.8

Changing Marital Duration Distributions 0.0027 1.2 7.1

Total 0.0374 16.7 100.0

0.0003 0.9 2.5

0.0103 34.8 99.7

Changing Marital Duration Distributions -0.0002 -0.8 -2.3

Total 0.0085 34.9 100.0

0.0061 2.7 16.3

0.0291 13.0 77.8

Changing Marital Duration Distributions 0.0022 1.0 5.9

Total 0.0374 16.7 100.0

Decomposition and Data Source

Table 2. Contribution of Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings to Trends 
in Inequality (Coefficent of Variation)

Change After 1st Year of Marriage for those 
Married 1940-2013

(C) Combined Decomposition of Observed Change 
in CV from 1970-2013 (PSID & Census data) Due 

(B) Decomposition of Observed Change in CV 
from 1970-1980 (Census Data) Due to:

Change After 1st Year of Marriage for those 
Married 1940-1980

(A) Decomposition of Observed Change in CV 
from 1970-2013 (PSID data) Due to:

Change After 1st Year of Marriage for those 
Married 1970-2013

Change Among Newlyweds Married 1970-
2013

Change Among Newlyweds Married 1940-
1980

Change Among Newlyweds Married 1940-
2013

Sources: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and 1940, 1960, 1970, and 1980 U.S. decennial censuses.



 
 

Fig. 1 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings for Newlyweds 
and Prevailing Marriages by Data Source, 1940-2013 

 
Sources: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), 1984-2013 Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), 1940, 1960, 
1970, and 1980 U.S. decennial censuses, and 1970-2013 March Current Population Survey (CPS).  
Notes: Correlations are computed for 5-year intervals in the PSID and CPS (1970-1974,…2005-2009, 2010-2013) and for the SIPP (1984-
1988, …2009-2013) and are graphed at their midpoints. Trend lines for the PSID, SIPP, and CPS are lowess smoothed.  
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Fig. 2 Trends in Husbands’ and Wives’ Labor Force Participation for Newlyweds and 
Prevailing Marriages, 1970-2013 

Panel A. Wives Panel B. Husbands 
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Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).  
Notes: Trends lines are lowess smoothed. Labor force participation is defined as reporting non-zero annual earnings in the past year. 



Fig. 3 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings by Marriage 
Decade and Marital Duration, 1970-2013
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Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).  
Notes: Trend lines are lowess smoothed. Marriage decade-marital duration cells with sample sizes of less than 100 are omitted. 



 
 

Fig. 4 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings, Wages, and 
Hours, 1970-2013 

 
Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).  
Notes: Trend lines are lowess smoothed. Trends in the correlation between husbands’ and wives’ wages exclude couples in which wages are 
missing (either partner had zero annual earnings). 
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Fig. 5 Observed and Simulated Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ 
Earnings Among Prevailing Marriages, 1970-2013 

 
Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).  
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Fig. 6 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings: Observed, 
Predicted, and Deviations from Predicted, 1970-2013 

 
Sources: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), 1970-2000 U.S. decennial censuses, and 2001-2013 American Community 
Survey. 
Notes: H=husband, W=wife, FTFY=full-time/full-year 
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Appendix Table 3. Summary of Simulations for Decomposition of Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ 
and Wives’ Earnings Among Prevailing Marriages 

Trend or Simulation By cohort & marital 
duration 

 By year 

(1) Observed  N/a  ݎǁ௧ ൌ෍ݎ௧௜ݓ௧௜
௜

 

(2) Correlation for 
newlyweds from 1970-2009 
fixed at 1970 values 

௖௜ᇱݎ ൌ ଵଽ଻଴ǡଵݎ ൅ ሺݎ௖௜ െ  ௖ଵሻ where i = 1 to 30 andݎ
(c > 1970, else ݎ௖௜ᇱ ൌ
௖௜ݎ ) 

௧ᇱݎ ൌ෍ݎ௧௜ᇱ ௧௜ݓ
௜

 

(3) Correlation at all Marital 
Durations from 1970-2009 
Fixed at 1970 Values 

௖௜ᇱᇱݎ ൌ ଵଽ଻଴ǡ௜ݎ  where i = 1 to 30 and 
(c > 1970, else ݎ௖௜ᇱ ൌ
௖௜ݎ ) 

௧ᇱᇱݎ ൌ ෍ݎ௧௜ᇱᇱݓ௧௜
௜

 

(4) Correlation at all Marital 
Durations from 1940-2009 
Fixed at 1970 Values 

௖௜ᇱᇱᇱݎ ൌ ଵଽ଻଴ǡ௜ݎ  where i = 1 to 30 and c 
� 1940 

௧ᇱᇱᇱݎ ൌ ෍ݎ௧௜ᇱᇱᇱݓ௧௜
௜

 

(5) Correlation at all Marital 
Durations from 1940-2009 
Fixed at 1970 Values & 
Constant Marital Duration 
Distribution 

N/a  ݎ௧ᇱ௩ ൌ෍ݎ௧௜ᇱᇱᇱݓଵଽ଻଴௜
௜

 

Note: See text for notation. 
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Proposed Online Appendix 
 
 
DATA SOURCE DETAILS 
 
Our main source of data is the PSID, which is a longitudinal study that originated in 1968 with a 
nationally representative sample of households and an oversample of low-income households. 
One issue with the PSID is that, while the sample was representative of the population in 1968, 
the U.S. population has changed substantially since the late 1960s, primarily due to immigration. 
In 1990 and 1997/1999, new samples of Latino households and immigrant families, respectively, 
were included to ensure representativeness. We restrict the sample to household heads and their 
spouses and exclude the Latino, immigrant refresher sample, and low-income oversample so that 
changes in these samples do not affect our results. 
 
Marriage dates in the PSID are taken from the 1985 to 2013 marital history file. Respondents 
who were not present in 1985 or a later interview year do not have marriage date information in 
this file (Institute for Social Research 2009). When information on marriage dates is missing (6% 
of couple years), we use age at first marriage, which is available in 1968 and 1976, to calculate 
marriage dates, following Lillard and Panis (1998). We impute the remaining missing marriage 
dates in the PSID using June CPS data and a linear regression that predicts wife’s age at 
marriage as a function of husband’s and wife’s education, husband’s and wife’s age at interview, 
interview year, and interview year squared. To avoid bias from left censoring, we drop marriages 
that were formed more than five years prior to the first year a marriage was observed (7% of 
marriages). 
 
SENSITIVITY TO SAMPLE RESTRICTIONS  
 
Would our results differ if we included the Latino, immigrant refresher sample, and low-income 
oversamples as well as marriages that were formed more than five years prior to the first year a 
marriage was observed? To test this, we retained these observations and weighted the results. 
Figure S1 shows that trends for newlyweds and prevailing marriages are very similar to those 
presented in the main paper.  
 
Other sensitivity tests indicate that our results are robust to excluding remarriages from the 
sample (Figure S2), dropping couples who eventually separate or divorce (Figure S3), and 
including cohabitors (Figure S4) who are identified beginning in 1983. 
 
SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 
 
Table S1 shows descriptive statistics for our sample. It shows the well-known stagnation of 
men’s annual earnings and the rise in women’s. It also shows increasing earnings variability, 
particularly among wives. Employment rates and hours declined somewhat for husbands and 
increased for wives. Wives’ average age among prevailing marriages increased with the rising 
age at marriage and the aging of the population. Average marital duration remained quite 
constant over this period and the proportion of marriages that are remarriages increased, although 
declining somewhat in the 2010s. 
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PREDICTED FULL-TIME FULL-YEAR EARNINGS  
 
Table S2 presents fit statistics and sample sizes from our estimates of spouses’ earnings 
potential. We estimate earnings potential adapting Xie et al.’s (2003) method. We use 
census/ACS IPUMS data (Ruggles et al. 2010) on full-time full-year (FTFY) workers to predict 
earnings as a linear function of age, age squared, education, 3-digit occupation, race, and 
parental status.  

Age and age squared are continuous variables and range from 16 to 70. Education is measured 
using dummy variables for the following categories: 1 = up to grade 4; 2 = grades 5, 6, 7, or 8; 3 
= grade 9; 4 = grade 10; 5 = grade 11; 6 = grade 12; 7 = first year of college; 8 = 2 or 3 years of 
college; 9 = 4 years of college; and 10 = 5 or more years of college. Occupation is measured 
using dummy variables for each three-digit occupational code. Race is measured with dummy 
variables for black and Hispanic. Parental status is a dummy variable indicating whether 
individuals reside with children under 18.  

Regressions are run separately by sex and survey year and use person weights. We fit the same 
equation without 3-digit occupation dummies to estimate earnings for those who do not report an 
occupation. We use our models to predict earnings for all combinations of our independent 
variables in the census/ACS data and linearly interpolate predicted values in years without data 
(1971-1979, 1981-1989, and 1991-1999). We use the 1990 occupation classification in the 
census/ACS (occ1990), and convert the PSID occupations to occ1990 using a crosswalk (see 
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/volii/occ_ind.shtml). We then merge predicted earnings to the PSID 
using the independent variables in the prediction equation. 

This method produces a measure of spouse’s earnings potential based on FTFY workers of 
individuals’ age, sex, education, occupation, race, and parental status in that year (or the average 
over all occupations for those who did not report an occupation). These earnings estimates rely 
on a number of assumptions. For instance, our model assumes that the effects of covariates are 
not interactive (e.g. that the effect of education does not vary by age or occupation). We also do 
not take into account variation in earnings across states or by location. In sum, our analysis of 
sorting on earnings potential is based on the assumption that spouses’ perceptions of their 
partners’ earnings potential are roughly based on national averages of what individuals like them 
working FTFY make in any given year.  

 
PATTERNS BY WIVES’ EDUCATION 
 
Figure S5 shows life course patterns by wives’ education. They show that the U-shaped trends in 
the correlation between spouses’ earnings are generally flatter for women with less education 
than those with more. The correlation between spouses’ earnings declines less for women with a 
high school degree or less than for college graduates, but also rebounds less at higher marital 
durations. Despite these differences in life course patterns, period increases in the correlation 
between spouses’ earnings were not concentrated in one education group. Figure S6 shows 
similar increases by education.  
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PATTERNS FOR CHILDLESS COUPLES 
 
Figure S7 shows life course patterns for childless couples. The sample excludes couples who 
were ever observed having children in the household to exclude empty nesters. Marriage decade-
marital duration cells with sample sizes of less than 100 are omitted from the calculations. For 
marriages formed in the 1970s through the 1990s, it is evident that couples without children have 
much less deep U-shaped life course trends than in the full sample. The correlation between 
spouses’ earnings still declines after marriage, but to a much lesser extent. Data on future years is 
needed to discern the pattern for more recent cohorts.  
 
DETAILS ON CENSUS DECOMPOSITION 
 
Because much of the increase in economic homogamy occurred between 1970 and 1980 and the 
majority of couples during this period were married in the 1950s and 1960s, prior to when the 
PSID began collecting earnings information, we use the 1940, 1960, 1970, and 1980 U.S. 
decennial censuses to decompose this portion of the trend. We use equations (1)-(5) in the text 
following the same procedure used for the PSID. For instance, to determine the portion of the 
trend between 1970 and 1980 in the census that is due to changes among newlyweds, we set 
correlation for newlyweds in the census equal to their 1940 values and allow the trajectories to 
vary as observed. Next, we use the decomposition of the increase in economic homogamy 
between 1970 and 1980 in the census to estimate the extent to which trends among newlyweds 
and trends after the first year of marriage contribute to the portion of the PSID trend from 1970 
to 2013 that was attributable to changes among marriages formed before 1970. 
 
Figure S8 shows life course patterns in the correlation between spouses’ earnings between 1940 
and 1980 and is the census analog to Figure 3. The downward trajectory in the correlation 
between spouses’ earnings for prevailing marriages between 1940 and 1970 seen in Figure 1 is 
reflected in Figure S8. It is also evident that the upward shift in the correlation for prevailing 
marriages between 1970 and 1980 in the census (a less dramatic increase than in the PSID) is not 
due to changes among newlyweds, but to increases in the correlation between spouses’ earnings 
among couples who have been married for more than a decade, particularly among those married 
in the 1950s and 1960s. 
 
DETAILS ON INEQUALITY ANALYSIS 
 
To estimate the extent to which change in the correlation between spouses’ earnings have 
affected trends in inequality, we decompose the coefficient of variation (CV). The CV can be 
decomposed into three parts: (1) husbands’ and wives’ earnings inequality, (2) husbands’ and 
wives’ share of total earnings, and (3) the correlation between their earnings (see Cancian et al. 
1993 for details). Formally stated, the CV in a given year is given by 
 

ܥ ௧ܸଶ ൌ ܵ௧௛ଶ ܥ ௧ܸ௛
ଶ ൅ ܵ௧௪ଶ ܥ ௧ܸ௪ଶ ൅ ܥ௧ܵ௧௛ܵ௧௪ݎʹ ௧ܸ௛ܥ ௧ܸ௪ 

 
Where ܥ ௧ܸ௛  and ܥ ௧ܸ௪ are the coefficient of variation for husbands’ and wives’ earnings 
respectively, ܵ௧௛and ܵ௧௪ are their respective shares of total family earnings, and ݎ௧ is the 
correlation between their earnings.  



�

� 4

 
To calculate counterfactual inequality trends we utilize the counterfactual trends estimated with 
equations (1)-(5) in the text (also see Appendix Table 1). For instance, to estimate the level of 
inequality that would exist if the correlation among newlyweds had remained at 1970 levels, we 
substitute ݎ௧ with ݎ௧ᇱ and compute trends in the CV using the counterfactual earnings distribution 
generated by ݎ௧ᇱ (see equation 2). The difference between the observed inequality trend and the 
counterfactual trend is an estimate of the portion of the increase in inequality that is attributable 
to changes in correlations among newlyweds. We follow a similar procedure as outlined in 
Appendix Table 1 to estimate the impact of changes after the first year of marriage and the 
impact of shifts in the duration distribution of marriages. To decompose the contribution of 
earlier marriages into parts due to changes in correlation among newlyweds and changes in 
correlation during marriage, we repeat this exercise using the 1940-1980 census data.  
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Table S1. Descriptive Statistics by Survey Year

Measure 1970-1979 1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2009

Annual Earnings (2012 $1,000s)
Husbands 56.5 54.9 57.4 62.6

(30.0) (32.4) (39.1) (46.2)
Wives 13.4 18.8 26.4 32.8

(16.9) (20.5) (28.6) (38.5)

Annual Hours
Husbands 2212 2178 2210 2182

(735) (745) (743) (768)
Wives 801 1119 1342 1418

(841) (891) (890) (909)

Wages (for those with Non-Zero Annual Earnings)a

Husbands 27.8 27.4 30.3 34.4
(26.6) (24.2) (30.6) (71.7)

Wives 16.9 17.0 20.8 23.3
(12.8) (17.8) (31.2) (20.3)

Non-Zero Annual Earnings (%)
Husbands 97.9 97.0 93.0 93.0

 Wives 63.0 76.3 82.2 81.7

Wife's Age 33.0 33.5 36.5 37.9
(9.8) (8.3) (8.3) (9.1)

Marital Duration (Years) 11.7 10.8 11.8 11.4
(8.9) (7.8) (8.2) (8.4)

Remarried (Wife) (%) 11.6 19.2 24.0 25.0

n  (Couple-Years) 15,661 17,485 17,148 10,171

Survey Year

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
aSample size differs from full sample.



Survey Year R2 n R2 n
1970 0.275 61,081 0.372 234,635
1980 0.226 529,633 0.334 1,368,701
1990 0.278 749,542 0.381 1,452,727
2000 0.254 913,353 0.385 1,553,260
2001 0.295 82,429 0.422 139,034
2002 0.301 73,400 0.426 122,303
2003 0.325 81,385 0.436 134,832
2004 0.336 81,146 0.407 134,468
2005 0.307 192,019 0.435 320,678
2006 0.306 195,640 0.435 322,947
2007 0.308 198,303 0.436 323,527
2008 0.302 224,603 0.422 347,930
2009 0.327 219,958 0.431 330,442
2010 0.337 214,973 0.435 317,540
2011 0.334 207,698 0.437 308,842
2012 0.332 210,309 0.437 315,632
2013 0.323 213,891 0.435 321,425

Women Men

Table S2. Fit Statistics and Sample Sizes for Predicted Full-Time Full-Year 
Earnings

Sources: 1970-2000 U.S. decennial censuses and 2001-2013 American Community Survey.



Fig. S1 Comparison of Trends: Full Sample Weighted Results and Cross-Sectional Sample 
Unweighted Results 

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 
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Fig. S2 Comparison of Trends: All Marriages (First and Later Marriages) and First Marriages 
Only

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 
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Fig. S3 Comparison of Trends: All Marriages and Intact Marriages (Excluding Couples who 
Divorce/Separate)

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 
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Fig. S4 Comparison of Trends: Prevailing Marriages and Prevailing Unions (Marriage and 
Cohabitation)

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). Cohabitors identified from 1983 forward. 
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Fig. S5 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings by Marriage Decade, 
Marital Duration, and Wives’ Education, 1970-2013 

Panel A. High School or Less 

Panel B. Some College 
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Panel C. College 

�
Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 
Notes: Trend lines are lowess smoothed.
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Fig. S6 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings Among Prevailing 
Marriages by Wives’ Education, 1970-2013 

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 
Notes: Trend lines are lowess smoothed.
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Fig. S7 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ and Wives’ Earnings by Marriage Decade 
and Marital Duration for Childless Couples, 1970-2013

Source: 1970-2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 
Notes: Trend lines are lowess smoothed. Marriage decade-marital duration cells with sample sizes of less than 100 are omitted. 
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Fig. S8 Trends in the Correlation Between Husbands’ an Wives’ Earnings by Marriage Decade 
and Marital Duration, 1940-1980 

Source: 1940, 1960, 1970, and 1980 U.S. decennial censuses. 
Notes: Trend lines are lowess smoothed.
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