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Executive Summary 
     Social Security benefits depend on a person’s own work and 
earnings history.  Therefore, we need a good understanding of 
patterns of labor market participation in order to estimate the po-
tential impact of Social Security policy on behavior.  However, 
because of spousal benefits, an individual’s benefits also depend, 
especially for women, on marital history and the work and earn-
ings of his or her spouse.  Thus, for a complete picture, we need 
to understand how marriage affects work and earnings patterns 
and vice versa for both men and women.  We also need to look 
to the future to see how these patterns might be changing and 
understand the direction and impact of change.   
     This Issue in Brief summarizes a study that examines the mar-
riage and work histories of men and women spanning the period 
from 1968 to 1992.  Using data from the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID), we first examine a group of unmarried people 
and ask how earnings, number of work hours, and wages affect 
the likelihood of getting married or remarried.  We then turn to 
married people and examine the impact of earnings, number of 
work hours, and wages on the likelihood of divorce.  Lastly, we 
look at the effect of marriage on men’s and women’s likelihood 
of being in the labor force.  Given that they are in the labor force, 
we look at the effect of being married on earnings, wages, and 
annual hours of work.  Overall, we find strong evidence for the 
interdependence of the marriage and earnings histories of both 
men and women as they reach retirement. 
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The Data 
     Data for this analysis comes from the PSID, which is a na-
tionally representative sample of Americans who have been inter-
viewed every year since 1968.  For the purposes of our analysis, 
we eliminate from the data those who were never a household 
head or wife of a household head, those older than 65 at the first 
interview, younger than 25 at the last interview, and those who 
have no history of participation in the paid labor force.  The re-
sulting sample is still quite large: 7,645 males and 8,476 females 
for whom we have detailed information on marital and work his-
tories.  We look at outcomes separately for men and women and 
blacks and whites. 
 
Summary of Major Findings 
Effects of Career Success on Marriage 

• Men who are successful in the labor market are more 
likely to get married. For white men, higher earnings, 
more hours of employment, and higher wages all increase 
the chances of marriage.  For black men, only hours of 
employment predicts marriage.  It may be that because 
employment prospects for black men are dimmer than 
those for white men, simply having a job, as measured by 
hours working, is a better indicator of their potential to be 
a breadwinner. 

 
• Career success has a much smaller effect on the chances 

of marriage for women than for men.  However, it does 
have some impact and is very different for white and 

black women.  For white women, higher earnings, more 
hours of employment, and higher wages all reduce the 
chances of getting married.  This suggests that white 
women’s career success makes it harder to make a match 
or that women with relatively high wages are less inter-
ested in getting married or have higher standards for a 
mate.  

 
• On the other hand, for black women, earnings and hours 

worked have no effect on the chances of marriage, and 
the impact of wages is positive, meaning that black 
women earning higher wages are more likely to get mar-
ried.  Our results suggest that whites get married seeking 
labor market complementarities while blacks may be seek-
ing similarities. 

 
Effects of Career Success on Divorce 

• For both black and white men who are married, higher 
earnings, higher hours of work, and higher wages all de-
crease the chances of divorce. Men who are high earners 
may be less likely to divorce in part because their wives 
earn substantially less than they do, or do not work, and 
therefore the costs of leaving the marriage are too high. 

• The opposite is true for women, regardless of race.  All 
three indicators of career success increase the chances of 
divorce for women.  We speculate that women’s labor 
market success may increase their chances of divorce for 
two reasons: 
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− it increases their financial independence so they can 
leave an unhappy marriage if they wish; 

−  it decreases the quality of married life for their hus-
bands both by decreasing the amount of time spent 
caring for husbands and potentially by causing emo-
tional distress for husbands by eclipsing their role as 
the family’s main breadwinner.   

Effects of Marriage on Career Success 
• We see an increase in the number of hours of employ-

ment, in wage rates, and in earnings for both white and 
black men upon their entry into marriage.  Looking across 
the 25-year span, we see no difference in this pattern for 
men born before and after 1945. 

• The pattern is reversed for white women.  White women 
are significantly less likely to participate in the labor force, 
and see a reduction in their wages and earnings upon en-
try into marriage.   

• Black women do not show a reduction in participation, 
wage rates, or earnings.  They show a slight decrease in 
number of hours worked (given that they are working), 
but much smaller than the decrease seen for white 
women.   

• However, the world has changed for women in this 25-
year period.  For white women born after 1945, the ten-
dency to reduce participation or quit the labor force is not 
as great as in earlier cohorts, but it is still a substantial ef-
fect.  Younger black women actually show an increase in 
labor force participation upon marriage.  These effects, 
for white and black women, stand in marked contrast to 
the unchanged impact of marriage on men’s careers over 
time. 

 
Effects of Parenthood on Career Success 

• The effect of parenthood on the careers of men is gener-
ally to increase labor force attachment.   

• The opposite is true for women: parenthood, whether 
they are married or not, tends to decrease women’s labor 
force participation, wage rates, and earnings.   

• For married women, we looked at the effect of the age of 
children on labor market outcomes.  For all outcomes, the 
impact of children is largest for the youngest child and 
falls with increasing age so that the negative effect of chil-
dren on participation, hours, earning, and wages, becomes 
smaller as children get older.  By the time children are 
adults—age 19 and older, each additional child actually 
increases the mother’s labor market outcomes. 



 
  

 

Conclusion 
     We find relationships between the labor force participation 
and earnings of men and women and their marital choices. We 
also see strong effects of marriage and children on career success.  
These relationships are robust across several different measures 
of career success and across race.   
     Taken together, these findings reveal a pattern of gender spe-
cialization in marriage, especially for whites, with men moving 
toward and women moving away from more intensive and exten-
sive employment upon marriage.  Success in the labor market 
while single increases the likelihood of marriage for men and de-
creases it for women, especially whites.  More work and greater 
financial rewards tends to stabilize marriage for men and destabi-
lize it for women.  Finally, our results show substantial change in 
the relationship between work and marriage for those born after 
1945, but only for women.  Younger women are less likely to al-
ter their career paths in response to marriage than were their 
mothers and older sisters.   
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