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Racial/Ethnic Variation in the Relationship Between 
Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income 
Trajectories
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ABSTRACT  Prior work has examined the relationship between educational assortative 
mating and wives’ labor market participation but has not assessed how this relationship 
varies by race/ethnicity. Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
1979, we estimate group-based developmental trajectories to investigate whether the 
association between educational assortative mating and wives’ income trajectories 
varies by race/ethnicity. The presence, prevalence, and shapes of prototypical long-term 
income trajectories vary markedly across racial/ethnic groups. Whites are more likely 
than Blacks and Hispanics to follow income trajectories consistent with a traditional 
gender division of labor. The association between educational assortative mating is 
also stronger for Whites than for Blacks and Hispanics. White wives in educationally 
hypogamous unions make the greatest contribution to the couple’s total income, fol-
lowed by those in homogamous and hypergamous unions. Black and Hispanic wives 
in hypogamous unions are less likely than their peers in other unions to be secondary 
earn­ers. These find­ings under­score the need for stud­ies of the con­se­quences of edu­
cational assortative mating to pay closer attention to heterogeneity across and within 
racial/ethnic groups.

KEYWORDS  Race/ethnicity  •  Educational assortative mating  •  Women’s income  
•  Group-based trajectory models

Introduction

Women historically received less education than men, but starting in the 1960s, wom-
en’s participation in tertiary education increased more rapidly, and their college grad
uation rates eventually surpassed those of men (Esteve et al. 2012; Van Bavel et al. 
2018). A con­se­quence of this rever­sal is the ris­ing share of mar­riages in which women 
have an educational advantage over their husbands (Van Bavel et  al. 2018). Such 
changes have kin­dled ques­tions about the rela­tion­ship between edu­ca­tional assor-
tative mating and women’s labor force participation (e.g., Dribe and Nystedt 2013; 
Qian and Shen 2021; Vissar and Fasang 2018).
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Prior work on this topic has examined the relationship between educational assor-
tative mating and wives’ labor market participation in the population overall while 
controlling for race/ethnicity (e.g., Qian 2018; Qian and Shen 2021). Thus, we know 
little about whether and how this association differs by race/ethnicity. Growing evi
dence, how­ever, sug­gests such var­i­a­tion. Because of sys­temic inequalities in the labor 
market, Black wives are less able than others to adhere to the traditional male bread
winner–female homemaker model (Chetty et al. 2020; Coontz 2005; Wagmiller 2007). 
Racial/ethnic groups may also subscribe to different cultural beliefs about married 
women’s labor force participation (Kane 2000). Black families may emphasize wom-
en’s self-suf­fi­ciency, whereas His­panic fam­i­lies may empha­size fam­i­lism and wom-
en’s roles as mothers (Dow 2019; Kane 2000). Recent studies have also highlighted 
the dif­fer­en­tial con­se­quences of fam­ily orga­ni­za­tion on dis­tinct racial/eth­nic groups, 
underscoring the impor­tance of conducting ana­ly­ses spe­cific to each racial/eth­nic 
group (Cross 2019, forthcoming; Fomby et al. 2010; Williams and Baker 2021).

Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979, we examine 
variation in wives’ long-term income trajectories by educational assortative mating 
and race/eth­nic­ity. We first use group-based tra­jec­tory mod­els to iden­tify pro­to­typ­i­cal 
path­ways of wives’ share of cou­ples’ total income dur­ing the first 20 years of mar­
riage separately among White, Black, and Hispanic women. We then compare the 
association between educational assortative mating and trajectory group membership 
by race/ethnicity. Finally, we assess the extent to which differences in wives’ family 
background, gender attitudes, socioeconomic status in young adulthood, and partner
ship traits contribute to variation in wives’ income trajectories by educational assorta-
tive mat­ing. Like prior work on the con­se­quences of assortative mat­ing, we focus on 
married individuals (Breen and Salazar 2011; Bucca 2018; Schwartz and Han 2014).

We con­trib­ute to the lit­er­a­tures on union for­ma­tion and racial/eth­nic inequal­ity in 
sev­eral ways. First, we con­duct ana­ly­ses spe­cific to each racial/eth­nic group. Like 
recent work (Cross 2019; Fomby et al. 2010; Williams and Baker 2021), we show 
how the association between family organization and family members’ well-being 
varies by race/ethnicity. Recent studies have largely focused on the impact of fam
ily structure on child and adolescent outcomes (Cross 2019; Fomby et  al. 2010). 
We examine how educational assortative mating shapes married women’s socioeco
nomic outcomes. Second, we use a dyadic approach and examine how couples’ joint 
traits—spe­cifi­cally, wives’ and hus­bands’ rel­a­tive edu­ca­tion lev­els—shape income 
trajectories, recognizing the interdependence of wives’ and husbands’ lives and eco
nomic conditions (Qian 2018). Past studies have focused primarily on individual or 
partner effects (for exceptions, see Bucca 2018; Qian 2017, 2018; Qian and Shen 
2021). Marital sorting along educational lines can affect women’s income trajecto
ries, net of wives’ and husbands’ education, by shaping intracouple power dynamics 
and household division of labor (Miller 2020). Third, we join the small yet grow
ing body of work that uses group-based trajectory models to describe the long-term, 
dynamic nature of wives’ income trajectories over time (Damaske and Frech 2016; 
Qian, 2018; Visser and Fasang 2018; Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 2020). The trajec
tories described in this analysis allow for a more granular and holistic understanding 
of prototypical pathways of wives’ income (Marti 2008). We identify clusters of tra
jectories distinguishable by wives’ income levels, changes in their labor market par
ticipation, and the timing and duration of the various states (Nagin 2005).
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We use educational homogamy to refer to marriages involving spouses with 
similar levels of education, hypogamy to refer to marriages in which wives have 
more education than their husbands, and hypergamy to refer to marriages in which 
wives have less education than their husbands. We use relative levels of education 
to describe whether wives have similar, higher, or lower levels of education than 
their husbands.

Background

Theoretical Frameworks

Three theoretical perspectives inform our expectations about the relationship between 
edu­ca­tional assortative mat­ing and wives’ rel­a­tive earn­ings. Exchange the­ory defi­
nes the household as a cooperative unit seeking to optimize household production 
(Becker 1974). The spouse with the higher earn­ings poten­tial and con­se­quently 
higher comparative advantage in the labor market specializes in paid work, while 
the other partner specializes in home production (Becker 1974, 1981). Owing to gen
der inequalities in the labor mar­ket, wives have tra­di­tion­ally spe­cial­ized in unpaid 
housework, and husbands have traditionally specialized in paid work (Becker 1974, 
1981). Because partners specialize in different spheres, women and men engage in 
positive assortative mating for all traits unrelated to their earnings potential (Becker 
1974). In recent decades, families have transitioned from single-earner to dual-earner 
households (Oppenheimer 1988; Sweeney 2002). More schooling is associated with 
higher earnings. Thus, in the absence of a strictly gendered division of labor, wives 
with higher education relative to their husbands will contribute more toward the cou
ple’s total earnings than their peers with relatively lower levels of education (Becker 
and Strauss 1956).

Bargaining the­ory assumes that each spouse has unique inter­ests (­Lundberg and 
Pollak 1996; Visser and Fasang 2018). Given their competing interests, spouses con
tinually negotiate to optimize their utility (Lundberg and Pollak 1996). The spouse 
with more education likely has a stronger bargaining position because of their fall
back potential for paid work outside marriage. This advantage can be used to nego
tiate out of housework (Miller 2020). Like exchange theory, this framework predicts 
that wives with more relative education will contribute a greater share of the couple’s 
total earnings.

Gender theory argues that gender beliefs interact with the constraints in work 
and family life to shape women’s work trajectories (Blair-Loy and Dehart 2003;  
Damaske and Frech 2016; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Udansky 2011; West 
and Zimmerman 1987). For instance, married women’s ability to cut back on paid 
labor following childbirth is determined by their views about the importance of wom-
en’s continued labor force participation and their need to contribute to the household 
economy (Clawson and Gerstel 2015; Goldscheider et al. 2015). Women with lower 
levels of education generally adhere to more traditional gender norms than those 
with higher levels of education, but they may not be able to cut back because of their 
husbands’ limited earnings and their family’s reliance on their income (Clawson and 
Gerstel 2015; Udansky 2011).
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How gen­der beliefs influ­ence the rela­tion­ship between edu­ca­tional assortative 
mating and wives’ income trajectories is unclear. People are generally averse to edu
cationally hypogamous unions because such unions deviate from traditional gen
der norms (Bertrand et al. 2015; Fisman et al. 2006; Hitsch et al. 2010). Those in 
hypogamous unions may be a select group less inclined to espouse traditional gender 
roles. Their partnerships will be more egalitarian, and wives will contribute a greater 
share of the couple’s total income than those in homogamous or hypergamous unions.  
The opposite could also be true. Traditional gender roles emphasize men’s role as the 
primary breadwinner and women’s role as homemaker (Bittman et al. 2004; Brines 
1994; Gonalons-Pons 2015; Gonalons-Pons and Gangl 2021; Lu et al. 2017; West 
and Zimmerman 1987). Educational hypogamy may be viewed as a symbol of non
normative power dynamics between spouses (Tichenor 2005). Married couples may 
try to compensate for the gender nonconformity in one dimension of the union (i.e., 
relative education) by exaggerating gender normativity in other areas, such as wives 
in hypogamous unions forgoing high-paying jobs (Cooke 2006).

These perspectives have been criticized for their White middle-class bias (Landor 
and Barr 2018; West and Fenstermaker 1995). We extend this literature by exam
ining whether the predictions informed by these perspectives extend to women in 
racial/ethnic groups in which large shares do not belong to the middle class. Exchange 
and bargaining theories have also been criticized for assuming that single individuals 
are equipped with per­fect and cost­less infor­ma­tion about poten­tial part­ners (Oppen-
heimer 1988). As men and women receive more training and men’s economic posi
tions become more pre­car­i­ous, there is greater uncer­tainty regard­ing the qual­ity of 
potential partners, especially about their long-term economic potential (Oppenheimer 
1988). We assess whether these models’ predictions extend to women in racial/ethnic 
groups who generally experience more job precariousness and economic uncertainty. 
Conceivably, the association between educational assortative mating and wives’ 
income trajectories may be weaker for such groups.

Prior Empirical Work on Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Relative Income

Research has offered mixed accounts of the relationship between educational assor-
tative mating and wives’ labor market activities. Many studies have found that wives’ 
higher relative education is associated with greater labor market participation and 
higher wages. Van Bavel and Klesment (2017), for instance, used data from the 
European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions and found that wives in 
hypogamous unions had higher relative earnings and were less likely to interrupt their 
labor market activities following motherhood than their peers in hypergamous or 
homogamous unions. Using National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 data, Qian 
(2018) found that women in hypogamous unions earned more than those in homog
amous or hypergamous unions. Qian and Shen (2021) also found that wives with an 
educational advantage over their husbands earned more, but only before motherhood. 
By contrast, Dribe and Nystedt (2013) used data from the Swedish population regis
try to show that marrying someone with comparatively less education inhibits wives’ 
earning growth. Visser and Fasang (2018) found that the association between educa
tional assortative mating and later-life employment trajectories was minimal. What 
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matters instead are the levels of education. Highly educated homogamous couples 
tend to be in stable, high-status, dual-earner households; homogamous couples with 
lower levels of education are in low-status, single-breadwinner arrangements. These 
mixed accounts likely emerged because the studies examined different outcomes and 
dissimilar populations with distinct gender norms.

Why Might the Relationship Between Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’  
Income Trajectories Vary by Race/Ethnicity?

Research examining the relationship between educational assortative mating and 
wives’ income and work trajectories has generally presented average effects for the 
overall population while controlling for race/ethnicity (Qian 2017, 2018; Qian and 
Shen 2021). Recent studies, however, have shown that the impact of family structure 
varies across racial/eth­nic groups, high­light­ing the need for ana­ly­ses spe­cific to each 
racial/eth­nic group when exam­in­ing the con­se­quences of fam­ily orga­ni­za­tion (Cross 
forthcoming; Williams and Baker 2021). Many interrelated factors—including  
wives’ family background, gender beliefs, socioeconomic traits, and partnership  
characteristics—may contribute to racial/ethnic differences in the association 
between educational assortative mating and wives’ income trajectories.

Family Background

Black and Hispanic women generally grow up in families with fewer economic and 
educational resources than White women (Edelman and Jones 2004; McLanahan and 
Jacobsen 2015; Slopen et al. 2016). Thus, Black and Hispanic women attain fewer 
years of schooling than White women, reducing their attractiveness in the labor and 
marriage markets (Cheng et al. 2019; Kao and Thompson 2003). Growing up in dis
advantaged families may also alter views about married women’s labor force partici
pation. Black and Hispanic women are more likely than White women to grow up in 
households where all adult household members contribute to the household economy. 
They are less likely than White women to perceive specialization in housework as 
a viable trajectory for women (Dow 2019). Black women are also more likely than 
their White peers to be born to single mothers or to experience parental separation 
(Brown et  al. 2016). Women’s and children’s income decreases following divorce 
(Peterson 1996). As grown-ups, they may be less likely than White women to forgo or 
interrupt their labor market activities to avoid economic hardship following potential 
divorce, irrespective of their educational assortative mating patterns.

Gender Beliefs

Black families are more likely than non-Black families to emphasize women’s self-
suf­fi­ciency and to per­ceive paid work as a nec­es­sary dimen­sion of wom­an­hood (Dow 
2019). Hispanic families emphasize familism, which underscores women’s caregiver 
roles (Landale et  al. 2006). Middle-class White families emphasize the intensive 
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mothering paradigm (Hays 1996). Therefore, irrespective of their educational assor-
tative mating patterns, Black women may be less likely than their White and Hispanic 
counterparts to “do gender” and to be secondary earners during their marriage.

Racial/ethnic disparities in the normativity of educational hypogamy may also 
generate differences in wives’ income trajectories. White women’s college gradu
ation rates have exceeded those of White men starting with the 1960 birth cohort 
(DiPrete and Buchmann 2013; McDaniel et  al. 2011; Van Bavel et  al. 2018). By 
contrast, Black women’s college graduation rates have exceeded those of Black men 
since the 1930 birth cohort (Cohen and Nee 2000; McDaniel et al. 2011). Hypoga-
mous unions may thus be more normative among Black couples than among White 
and Hispanic couples (see Figure A1, shown in the online appendix along with all 
other fig­ures and tables des­ig­nated with “A”). In this way, Black cou­ples may be less 
likely than non-Black couples to exaggerate gender normativity in other dimensions 
of married life, including wives’ labor force participation. The opposite may be true 
for Hispanic couples. Hence, educational assortative mating may be more weakly 
associated with Black wives’ employment trajectories but more strongly tied to  
Hispanic wives’ employment relative to White women.

Socioeconomic Characteristics

Black and Hispanic women attain less schooling than White women (Kao and 
Thompson 2003). As a result, they may have greater dif­fi­culty obtaining sta­ble and 
high-paying employment early in their transition to adult economic roles and over the 
long run (Cancio et al. 1996; Damaske 2011; Reid and Padavic 2005). These traits 
may also render them unattractive mates, prolonging their marital search (Schneider 
et al. 2019). In particular, Black women are more likely than White and Hispanic 
women to marry at older ages and have a child from a previous union (Choi et al. 
2022; Coverdill et  al. 1996). Irrespective of educational assortative mating, Black 
wives may have a greater need to work for pay than their peers in other groups to 
finance the expenses of chil­dren from pre­vi­ous unions because step­fa­thers invest less 
in stepchildren than biological fathers spend on biological children (Cherlin 1978; 
Raley and Sweeney 2020; Thompson et al. 1994).

Partnership Characteristics and Union Trajectories

Black and Hispanic women encounter less favorable marriage markets than White 
women for several reasons. Their unfavorable economic prospects reduce their attrac
tiveness as potential spouses (Schneider et al. 2019). Furthermore, cultural stereo
types often depict Black women as aggressive, unfeminine, and defying conventional 
standards of beauty (Adeyinka-Skold 2020; Bany et  al. 2014; Lin and Lundquist 
2013). Such stereotypes can reduce Black women’s attractiveness as potential part
ners. Because of struc­tural inequalities in the labor mar­ket, Black and His­panic men 
have greater dif­fi­culty secur­ing sta­ble and high-pay­ing jobs (Cheng et al. 2019; Storer 
et al. 2020; Sun 2020). More than 80% of marriages are ethnoracially endogamous 
(Livingston and Brown 2017); thus, Black and Hispanic women may encounter a 
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scarcity of partners with favorable economic prospects. For Black women, the mass 
incarceration of Black men may exacerbate this problem (Raley et al. 2015; Western 
and Sirois 2019). Together, these factors compel Black and Hispanic women to cast 
a wider net, which increases their prospect of marrying relatively less educated part
ners. Even if they marry a spouse with equal or higher lev­els of edu­ca­tion, Black and 
Hispanic women’s spouses may possess traits unrelated to education that render them 
unattractive in labor markets. The association between educational assortative mat
ing and wives’ income trajectories may therefore be less pronounced for Black and  
Hispanic women, who have a greater need to contribute continuously to the  
household economy, than for White women.

Racial/ethnic disparities in union trajectories may also contribute to differences in 
the association between educational assortative mating and wives’ income trajecto
ries. Relative to White and Black marriages, a lower share of Hispanic marriages are 
preceded by cohabitation (Choi et al. 2022). Cohabiting couples are less likely than 
married couples to pool their resources (Smock 2000), and couples who cohabited 
before marriage often continue these practices after they marry (Smock 2000). The 
higher shares of Hispanic women transitioning directly to marriage suggest that they 
will be more likely than White and Black women to specialize in housework, irre-
spective of their assortative mating patterns.

Methods

Data

We use 28 waves of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 
(NLSY79), a nationally representative survey of 6,283 women and 6,403 men who 
were aged 14–22 in 1979. The NLSY79 surveyed respondents annually until 1994 
and biennially afterward, collecting information about respondents’ major life events, 
including marriage, childbirth, and employment. The survey asks about respondents’ 
and their spouses’ educational attainment, allowing us to capture couples’ educa
tional assortative mating patterns. It also collects detailed information about married 
respondents’ and their spouses’ employment histories, including income and corre
lates of labor force participation. Black and Hispanic respondents are oversampled, 
providing us with samples large enough to disaggregate wives by race/ethnicity and 
educational assortative mating.

Sample

Our sam­ple con­sists of 3,469 mar­ried women in their first mar­riages. We focus on 
wives because of prior work showing that educational assortative mating matters more 
for women’s than men’s long-term outcomes (Choi et al. 2020; Qian 2018). We exam
ine first mar­riages because edu­ca­tional assortative mat­ing pat­terns (Shafer 2012), the 
intrahousehold division of labor (Ishii-Kuntz and Coltrane 1992), and marital disso
lution rates (Sweeney 2010) dif­fer between first and later mar­riages. From the ini­tial 
6,283 female respondents, we exclude those who were part of the discontinued military 
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and the economically disadvantaged non-Black, non-Hispanic oversamples (n = 1,357). 
We also exclude respondents who never married (n = 854), who never lived with their 
spouses (n = 248), or who were missing key information about their spouses, includ
ing their education (n = 233). We exclude respondents without any information on the 
dependent variable between ages 18 and 55 (i.e., prime working years) or in the initial 
20 years of their first mar­riage (n = 122). We organize the data for the remaining 3,469 
female respon­dents into per­son-year files. After exclud­ing per­son-year records in which 
the spouses are not aged 18–55, after 20 years of marriage, and missing information on 
the dependent variable, our sample yields 29,720 person-years (see Table A1).

Measures

Dependent Variable

Wife’s share of a couple’s total annual income during each of the first 20 years of mar­
riage is the percentage of a couple’s total annual income that the wife earned. As in 
prior work (Qian 2018), we define wives’ and hus­bands’ income as their annual wage 
and salary earnings. Their income is adjusted to constant 2018 dollars using the Annual 
Average Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS) (see Schwartz 2010), and 
extreme values are recoded using weighted values at the 1st and 99th percentiles. In 
robustness checks, we examined a related outcome—wife’s share of the couple’s total 
annual hours worked—and constrained our ana­ly­ses of wives’ income share to the first 
10 and 15 years of marriage. Membership in trajectories obtained using these alterna
tive strategies correspond well, and our core results are generally consistent.

Key Independent Variables

Wife’s race/ethnicity distinguishes non-Hispanic Black (“Black”); Hispanic; and non-
Black, non-Hispanic (“White”) married women.

To measure educational assortative mating, we first clas­si­fied wives and hus­bands 
into four levels of education: (1) no high school diploma, (2) high school diploma 
or GED, (3) some college, and (4) at least four years of college. We then cross-
clas­si­fied wives’ and hus­bands’ edu­ca­tion to dis­tin­guish cou­ples in unions that are 
homogamous (wives and husbands have the same level of education), hypogamous 
(wives have more schooling than their husbands), and hypergamous (wives have less 
schooling than their husbands). Table A2 cross-tabulates educational assortative mat
ing with race/ethnicity. In sensitivity analyses, we obtained similar results using alter
native measures of educational assortative mating, including the difference between 
wives’ and husbands’ years of schooling or education levels.

Other Correlates of Trajectory Group Membership

Our models also include important correlates of wives’ income and assortative mat
ing patterns (Choi and Tienda 2017, 2021; Damaske and Frech 2016; Mare 1991). 
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All correlates are measured before or at the onset of the marriage. We capture family 
background with family structure at age 14 (two-parent families or others), mother’s 
education (no high school or high school or more), and maternal employment (yes 
or no).

To capture the extent to which respondents adhere to traditional gender beliefs, 
we construct an index based on respondents’ agreement with each of eight items:1 
(1) a woman’s place is in the home, (2) wives do not have time for employment,  
(3) wives’ employ­ment leads to more juve­nile delin­quency, (4) it is bet­ter if the man 
is the achiever outside the home and the woman takes care of the family, (5) women 
are happier if they take care of their children, (6) a working wife feels more useful 
than one who doesn’t hold a job, (7) employment of both parents is necessary to keep 
up with the high cost of living, and (8) men should share the work around the house 
with women (Cronbach’s alpha = .73). Higher scores on this standardized scale (with 
a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1) indicate more traditional gender beliefs. 
Because global attitudinal measures may not necessarily align with people’s concrete 
aspirations for their own family arrangements (Herman and Campbell 2012), we also 
include whether the respondent anticipates working at age 35 (yes or no) and their 
anticipated total fertility (none, one, or two or more children).2

We capture wives’ socioeconomic status during young adulthood using respon­
dents’ level of education (less than high school, high school graduate, some college, 
or at least four years of college), unemployment status in the year before marriage 
(employed, unemployed, or missing), having a child from a prior union (yes or no), 
and age at marriage (15–19, 20–24, 25–29, or 30+).

Covariates capturing partnership traits include husband’s income in the year clos­
est to marriage onset, measured categorically relative to the poverty line (below, 
100% to 199%, or 200%+ of the poverty line);3 the age difference between spouses 
(wife is older, hus­band is up to four years older, or hus­band is at least five years 
older); and premarital cohabitation (yes vs. no).

Analytic Strategy

We first esti­mate group-based tra­jec­tory mod­els, a type of finite mix­ture model, to 
identify trajectories of the share of couples’ total annual income that White, Black, 
and His­panic wives con­trib­uted dur­ing each of the first 20 years of mar­riage. These 
models identify latent clusters of wives following prototypical pathways to describe 
the tim­ing, dura­tion, and sequenc­ing of their income over time (Nagin 2005). These 
models differ from hierarchical or growth curve models because they focus on group-

1  These ques­tions were asked in 1979, 1982, 1987, and 2004. Respondents answered on a 4-point scale of 
strongly disagree to strongly agree; items 6–8 are reverse-coded. We use the responses from the premarital 
wave closest to the respondents’ marriage date. We also constructed a gender index when respondents were 
aged 18–22. Results using the two gender belief indices were similar.
2  Covariates of trajectory group membership consist of respondent traits that are determined before or at 
the start of mar­riage. Anticipated fer­til­ity and pre­mar­i­tal child­bear­ing allow us to incor­po­rate the influ­ence 
of childbearing on wives’ income trajectories.
3  The NLSY79 col­lected the hus­band’s income dur­ing the first year of mar­riage. The hus­band’s income 
before marriage is available for couples who cohabited before marriage.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/227/1803543/227choi.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



236 K. H. Choi and P. Denice

spe­cific tra­jec­to­ries rather than within-indi­vid­ual tra­jec­to­ries (Damaske and Frech 
2016; Nagin 2005). Because these models pool data points across a given group, 
attrition via survey dropout or separation has a more limited impact on our ability to 
describe long-run pathways of women’s labor force participation than would be the 
case for growth curve models. A more detailed explanation of these models can be 
found in the online appendix. We estimate these models separately by racial/ethnic 
group to relax the assumption that a consistent set of trajectories describes the long-
term income pathways among White, Black, and Hispanic married women.

Next, we estimate multinomial logistic regression models predicting the com
peting odds of membership into each trajectory group. Model 1 begins with the 
zero-order association between educational assortative mating and wives’ income  
trajectory group membership. We iteratively add women’s family background (Model 
2), gender beliefs (Model 3), socioeconomic status (Model 4), and partnership traits 
(Model 5). Rescaling and attenuation bias may confound odds ratios but do not affect 
aver­age mar­ginal effects (AME) when com­par­ing coef­fi­cients across mul­ti­no­mial 
logistic regression models (Kohler et al. 2011; Mize 2019). Therefore, we also com
pute the predicted percentages of trajectory group membership for each model and 
compare the differences (AMEs) obtained from each model to assess the extent to 
which family background, gender beliefs, socioeconomic status, and partnership 
traits explain the relationship between educational assortative mating and trajectory 
group membership for White, Black, and Hispanic wives. All models are weighted 
and run separately by race/ethnicity.

Results

Table 1 reports our sample characteristics by race/ethnicity and educational assor-
tative mating. Educational homogamy is the most common pattern across all racial/ 
ethnic groups, and hypogamy is the least common. Consistent with prior research 
(e.g., Hummer and Hamilton 2010), White wives are more likely than Black and 
Hispanic wives to grow up in two-parent households, to be reared by working moth
ers, and to have mothers with at least a high school diploma. Similarly, White wives 
completed the most schooling. A higher share of Black women married at older ages, 
and they appear more egalitarian in their family attitudes than White or Hispanic 
women. Among Black and White wives, those in educationally hypergamous unions 
adhere more to traditional gender beliefs than those in other unions. The pattern is 
less pronounced among Hispanic wives, who generally have more traditional family 
attitudes. Black wives are also more likely to anticipate working at age 35 and to 
have fewer children than White and Hispanic wives. A higher share of Black women 
than White women are married to men whose incomes fall below the poverty line 
across educational assortative mating categories. For example, 18% of White women 
in hypergamous unions and 14% of other White women have husbands with incomes 
below the pov­erty line. These fig­ures com­pare with 28% and 25%, respec­tively, for 
Black women. That Black women have husbands who consistently earn less than  
the husbands of White women suggests that a higher share of Black wives may need 
to con­trib­ute to their house­hold’s finances through paid employ­ment regard­less of 
their educational assortative mating patterns.
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Identifying Wives’ Long-Term Income Trajectories

We high­light the var­i­a­tion in wives’ income tra­jec­to­ries over the first 20 years of 
marriage, both across and within racial/ethnic groups. Wives’ income trajectories do 
not follow a single average or unidirectional trajectory of increase or decline. Rather, 
there are multiple distinct trends: wives’ contributions to couples’ total income decline 
at various rates, hold relatively steady, and even increase over time. Furthermore, the 
same set of pathways does not obtain for White, Black, and Hispanic wives.

As in prior work (e.g., Damaske and Frech 2016; Qian 2017; Weisshaar and Cabello- 
Hutt 2020), we select the number of trajectory groups on the basis of both empiri
cal and substantive criteria, including parsimony, trajectories’ distinctiveness, group 
sizes, and prior empirical and theoretical work (Nagin 2005). Table 2 presents two 
com­monly used mea­sures of model fit—the aver­age pos­te­rior prob­a­bil­i­ties (APP) of 
group assignment and Bayesian information criterion (BIC)—for models with three 
to eight groups. Table A3 provides the model parameters describing each trajectory’s 
shape from our preferred solutions.

Among White wives, all solutions with three to seven pathways have APPs above 
the conventional .700 threshold and decreasing BIC values. The solution with six 
groups best and most parsimoniously captures the variation in White women’s 
income tra­jec­to­ries. The six-group solu­tion improves upon the five-group solu­tion by 
allowing us to distinguish wives who began their marriages as primary earners but 
became sec­ond­ary earn­ers from wives who started as equal earn­ers before becom­ing 
secondary earners. Although wives in both groups decreased their contribution to 
cou­ples’ total income, they may dif­fer qual­i­ta­tively in their adher­ence to tra­di­tional 
norms about gender division of labor.

For Black wives, solu­tions with three to five tra­jec­to­ries have APPs above .700. 
Contrary to mod­els with fewer groups, the five-path­way solu­tion distinguishes wives 
who transitioned from equal to pri­mary earn­ers from wives who were con­sis­tently 
the pri­mary earner. The level at which women start—as either an equal or pri­mary  
earner—marks an important difference and suggests the extent to which Black women 
could rely on husbands to support their families at the onset of marriage.

Among Hispanic wives, solutions with between three and seven groups have APPs 
above .700. We chose the five-path­way over the six- and seven-group solu­tions to 
avoid groups with overly small cell counts. The five-group solu­tion improves upon 
solu­tions with fewer groups by distinguishing wives who were con­sis­tently equal 
earn­ers from wives who began mar­riage as sec­ond­ary earn­ers and became equal earn­
ers later in the marriage.4

Describing Wives’ Long-Term Income Trajectories

Figure 1 and Table 3 summarize White, Black, and Hispanic wives’ prototypi
cal income trajectories. White wives are most likely to follow income trajectories  

4  For Black and Hispanic women, we conducted robustness checks using three and four trajectory groups 
and obtained generally consistent results.
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Table 2  Measures of group-based tra­jec­tory model fit

Number of Groups in Model

3 4 5 6 7 8

White Women (n = 1,984)
  APP
    Group 1 .915 .783 .793 .788 .822 .783
    Group 2 .873 .878 .825 .820 .782 .789
    Group 3 .905 .840 .825 .821 .790 .753
    Group 4 .889 .788 .869 .743 .772
    Group 5 .888 .775 .828 .680
    Group 6 .855 .844 .813
    Group 7 .897 .821
    Group 8 .894
  BIC
    Person-

years −83,228.73 −82,894.32 −82,507.38 –82,331.83 −82,267.00 −82,138.10
    Persons −83,211.99 −82,872.00 −82,479.49 –82,298.36 −82,227.95 −82,093.47
Black Women (n = 806)
  APP
    Group 1 .884 .860 .854 .782 .646 .705
    Group 2 .871 .773 .762 .682 .716 .676
    Group 3 .874 .753 .822 .865 .644 .644
    Group 4 .871 .760 .778 .918 .716
    Group 5 .850 .755 .722 .890
    Group 6 .858 .755 .698
    Group 7 .865 .733
    Group 8 .822
  BIC
    Person- 

years −24,995.42 −24,993.78 –24,858.62 −24,809.20 −24,790.76 −24,778.72
    Persons −24,981.08 −24,914.66 –24,834.73 −24,780.53 −24,757.31 −24,740.49
Hispanic Women (n = 679)
  APP
    Group 1 .931 .873 .820 .811 .808 .725
    Group 2 .891 .779 .805 .789 .721 .772
    Group 3 .872 .824 .812 .788 .839 .702
    Group 4 .877 .764 .794 .774 .795
    Group 5 .856 .804 .812 .683
    Group 6 .846 .754 .749
    Group 7 .880 .768
    Group 8 .866
  BIC
  �  Person-

years −26,216.51 −26,153.67 –26,109.53 −26,081.22 −26,054.60 −26,067.90
    Persons −26,200.44 −26,132.24 –26,082.75 −26,049.08 −26,017.11 −26,025.05

Notes: This table provides two sets of statistics used to evaluate group-based trajectory models that 
estimate solutions based on different numbers of groups: the average posterior probabilities (APP) of 
assignment into each group and the Bayesian information criteria (BIC). The models in bold indicate our 
preferred solution for each racial/ethnic group.
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241Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

consistent with traditional gender norms. For example, just under half of the White 
wives were consistently secondary earners.5 One of these trajectories (i.e., second
ary earners but at higher contributions) is not present for either Black or Hispanic 
women. White women are also more likely than Black and Hispanic women to fol
low trajectories characterized by a declining income share over time. Approximately 
one in five White women decrease their income con­tri­bu­tion over time: 15.7% fol­
low the “from equal to sec­ond­ary” path­way, and another 4.1% fol­low the “from  

5  Roughly 20% of White wives consistently contribute roughly a third of the couple’s total income (“con
sis­tent high sec­ond­ary earner”). Another quar­ter of Whites con­sis­tently con­trib­ute 10% or less of the cou­
ple’s total income (“consistent low secondary earner”).
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Fig. 1  Group-based trajectories of the share of income earned by wives, by race/ethnicity. The figure is 
estimated using the results from our preferred trajectory models. Models include linear, squared, and cubed 
measures of marital duration. Lines indicate the LOESS-smoothed average share over time within each 
group (95% confidence intervals are shaded in gray). Table 3 provides the share of each racial/ethnic group 
following each trajectory; online appendix Table A3 provides the parameters describing each trajectory’s 
shape.
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243Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

primary to secondary” pathway. In comparison, only 10% of Black women and 14% of  
Hispanic women decrease their income contributions over time. Only one of these 
two decreasing pathways is found among Black and Hispanic women. White women 
are also the only group for whom increasing pathways are not present. Roughly 14% 
to 15% of Black and Hispanic wives increase their contribution to the couple’s total 
income over time.

Differences in Wives’ Trajectory Membership by Educational Assortative Mating

We present the full results from our multinomial logistic regression models pre-
dicting the probability of trajectory group membership separately by race/ethnic
ity in Tables A4–A6. Figure 2 illustrates the results from Model 1, showing the 
predicted percentages of trajectory group membership by educational assortative 
mat­ing within racial/eth­nic groups and high­light­ing sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant dif­fer­
ences between pairs of educational assortative mating categories (the AMEs). Table 
4 presents the AMEs from Figure 2 and the extent to which each bundle of addi
tional covariates explains these differences. In Table 4, we focus on trajectories 
with sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant dif­fer­ences in unad­justed AMEs (full results avail­­able 
upon request).6

White Wives’ Income Trajectories

Model 1 suggests a strong link between trajectory group membership and educational 
assortative mating among White women. White women in hypogamous unions are 
less likely than other White wives to follow income trajectories consistent with a tra
ditional gender division of labor. For example, 19% of wives in hypogamous unions 
consistently contributed to couples’ income at relatively low levels, compared with 
27% in homogamous unions and 39% in hypergamous unions. By contrast, White 
women in hypogamous unions are more likely to follow pathways in which they are 
con­sis­tently an equal earner or the pri­mary earner.

Our additive models (Table A4) show that adherence to traditional gender norms, 
expecting to have more children, and unfavorable labor market outcomes are asso
ciated with higher odds of following trajectories consistent with a traditional gender 
division of labor. Conversely, growing up in a two-parent family and marrying men 
with higher earnings are associated with lower odds of consistently being the primary 
earner. Similarly, marrying men with higher earnings, having a child from a prior 
union, and having an older husband are associated with lower odds of decreasing 
their income contribution to become a secondary earner.

Next, we assess whether wives’ early socioeconomic status, gender beliefs, 
sociodemographic characteristics in early adulthood, and partnership traits explain 

6  We esti­mate race-spe­cific mod­els, pre­clud­ing us from directly test­ing racial/eth­nic dif­fer­ences. In sup­
plementary analyses, we pool our sample and estimate our models across all racial/ethnic groups (results 
available in Figure A2 and Tables A7 and A8). Trajectory groups estimated with the pooled sample most 
resemble those of White women.
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Fig. 2  Predicted percentages of trajectory group membership, by educational assortative mating and 
race/ethnicity. The predicted percentages of membership in each trajectory group are estimated using the 
coefficients from our reduced-form multinomial logistic regression models stratified by race/ethnicity 
(Model 1 in Tables A4–A6). Statistically significant differences by educational assortative mating groups 
(p < .05) are shown: E denotes hypergamy; M denotes homogamy; O denotes hypogamy. For instance, 
EvO denotes significant differences between wives in hypergamous versus hypogamous unions. Whiskers 
represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Table 4  Predicted probabilities of trajectory membership by race/ethnicity and educational assortative 
mating

Unadjusted  
Differences  

in AMEs
Family 

Background
Gender 
Beliefs

Early 
Adulthood 

SES
Partnership 

Traits

Total 
Explained 

Share

Non-Hispanic White
  Consistently low  

secondary earner
    Hypergamous versus 

  homogamous 11.6 3.5 6.9 24.6 −7.7 27.3
    Homogamous versus  

  hypogamous 8.4 2.1 13.7 23.3 8.2 47.3
    Hypergamous versus 

  hypogamous 20.0 2.9 9.7 24.1 −1.0 35.7
  Decreasing from equal 

to secondary earner
    Homogamous versus 

  hypogamous 4.9 −3.3 5.4 −21.4 −2.0 −21.3
  Consistently the equal 

earner
    Homogamous versus  

  hypogamous −11.3 1.1 9.1 9.3 −1.7 17.7
    Hypergamous versus  

  hypogamous −19.8 1.5 6.6 18.1 2.7 28.9
Non-Hispanic Black
  Consistently low  

secondary earner
    Homogamous versus  

  hypogamous 14.6 1.2 0.3 14.5 11.3 27.3
    Hypergamous versus  

  hypogamous 19.2 2.5 7.4 25.1 8.3 43.2
  Increasing from equal 

to primary earner
    Hypergamous versus  

  homogamous −4.6 −0.5 4.7 −11.9 −0.5 −8.2
    Hypergamous versus  

  hypogamous −8.6 1.4 1.7 2.3 −5.8 −0.4
  Decreasing from pri

mary to secondary 
earner

    Homogamous versus  
  hypogamous −4.6 −0.1 −6.9 −12.4 61.1 41.8

  Consistently primary 
earner

    Hypergamous versus  
  hypogamous −3.7 −1.4 0.0 −78.9 71.5 −8.8

Hispanic
  Consistently low  

secondary earner
    Hypergamous versus  

  hypogamous 10.0 2.9 2.3 10.3 23.7 39.1
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the differences in trajectory group membership by educational assortative mating 
among White women. Table 4 indicates that their early sociodemographic traits 
have a larger explanatory power than the other factors. For example, adjusting 
for wives’ sociodemographic traits in early adult­hood explains roughly a quar­ter 
of the difference in the share of wives who are consistently low secondary earn
ers by edu­ca­tional assortative mat­ing. These find­ings sug­gest that White wives in 
hypergamous unions are more likely than those in homogamous unions to have 
largely specialized in housework, partly because they have lower education levels 
and marry at younger ages. Net of these differences, the difference in the share of 
wives in homog­a­mous and hypogamous unions who tran­si­tion from equal to sec­
ondary earners increases by 21%. This result suggests that the percentage of wives 
in homogamous unions who make this transition would have been lower if it were 
not for their lower education levels.

Much of the variation in White wives’ income trajectories by educational 
assortative mating remains after we introduce all the covariates. Differences in 
family background and gender beliefs explain a smaller portion of the variation 
in wives’ income trajectories by educational assortative mating than women’s 
early socioeconomic traits. By contrast, differences in partnership traits suppress 
disparities in the likelihood of being a consistently low secondary earner between 
those in hypergamous and homogamous unions. The share of wives in hyperga-
mous unions who are consistently low secondary earners would have been 8% 
higher than the corresponding share for women in homogamous unions if it were 
not for the tendency among women in hypergamous unions to wed partners with 
lower earnings.

Unadjusted  
Differences  

in AMEs
Family 

Background
Gender 
Beliefs

Early 
Adulthood 

SES
Partnership 

Traits

Total 
Explained 

Share

  Decreasing from equal 
to secondary status

    Homogamous versus  
  hypogamous −5.9 19.0 −13.9 11.5 14.7 31.3

    Hypergamous versus  
  hypogamous −7.4 9.4 −10.5 29.9 18.0 46.8

  Consistently the  
primary earner

    Homogamous versus  
  hypogamous −7.7 −4.2 6.9 −17.2 34.5 19.9

    Hypergamous versus  
  hypogamous −6.9 −6.2 7.0 −26.5 56.9 31.1

Notes: Column 1 pres­ents sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant aver­age mar­ginal effects (AMEs), or the dif­fer­ences in 
the predicted percentage of trajectory group membership between educational assortative mating catego-
ries cal­cu­lated from the coef­fi­cients in Model 1 of Tables A4–A6 and illus­trated in Figure 2. Columns 2–5 
present the percentage of the variation by educational assortative mating explained by adding our bundles 
of other covariates in Models 2–5 of Tables A4–A6. Column 6 provides the total share of the differences 
by educational assortative mating explained by the other covariates.

Table 4  (continued)
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Black Wives’ Income Trajectories

Differences in Black wives’ income trajectories are largely observed between those 
in hypogamous and other unions. Black wives in hypogamous unions are less likely 
to follow the pathway of being a consistently low secondary earner but more likely to 
become the primary earner at some point during the marriage. For example, 13% of 
Black women in hypogamous unions increase their earnings contribution from parity 
with their husbands to become the primary earner over time, compared with 4% of 
those in hypergamous marriages (see Figure 2).

Table A5 shows that unemployment before marriage is positively associated with 
Black wives’ odds of being a low secondary earner. Marrying a husband with higher 
earnings is associated with lower odds of following trajectories in which the wife is a 
primary earner at some point during their marriage. Contrary to White wives, Black 
wives who anticipate having more children have lower odds of being consistently 
secondary earners, as do Black wives who have some college education.

Family background and gender beliefs explain little of the variation in Black 
wives’ income trajectories by educational assortative mating. Wives’ socioeconomic 
status during early adulthood explains a larger share of the differences in odds of 
being a low secondary earner by educational assortative mating than other covariates. 
Yet, unlike our find­ings for White women, part­ner­ship traits explain the lion’s share 
of the disparities in the probability that Black women follow trajectories in which the 
wife is the primary earner at some point during the marriage. For example, adjusting 
for differences in partnership traits—including the husband’s income and the age 
gap between wives and their husbands—substantially reduces the hypogamous– 
hypergamous union disparity in the probability of following the pathway of being 
consistently the primary earner.

Hispanic Wives’ Income Trajectories

As seen for Black wives, differences in wives’ trajectories among Hispanic women 
are largely observed between those in hypogamous and other unions. Hispanic wives 
in hypogamous unions are less likely than those in hypergamous unions to follow 
the pathway of being consistently a low secondary earner. Conversely, they are more 
likely than those in hypergamous or homogamous unions to be consistently the pri
mary earner. Hispanic wives in hypogamous unions are also more likely to transition 
from equal to sec­ond­ary earn­ers. Other covariates in Models 2–5 in Table A6 gen­er­
ally operate as expected. For instance, unemployment before marriage is associated 
with higher odds of consistently being a low secondary earner or a secondary earner 
early in marriage and lower odds of consistently being the primary earner. Marrying a 
husband with high earnings is associated with lower odds of being the primary earner.

As we found for White and Black wives, family background tends to explain a 
smaller share of the variation in Hispanic wives’ income trajectories by educational 
assortative mating than other factors. And as seen for Black but not White women, 
partnership traits explain a large share of the difference in Hispanic wives’ likelihood 
of consistently being the primary earner between those in hypogamous and other 
unions. Hispanic wives’ early sociodemographic traits also suppress differences in 
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wives’ likelihood of consistently being the primary earner between those in hypog-
amous and other unions. Gender beliefs suppress differences in the probability of 
decreas­ing their con­tri­bu­tion from equal to sec­ond­ary earner between those in hypog-
amous and other unions. Stated differently, an even greater share of Hispanic wives 
in hypogamous unions would have followed the trajectory of being consistently the 
pri­mary earner rather than con­sis­tently an equal earner if it were not for the for­mer’s 
higher likelihood of adhering to nontraditional beliefs. The magnitude of the suppres
sor effect is larger for Hispanic than for Black women.

Limitations

Our study has some limitations. First, we focus on married women. Black women 
have lower marriage and higher divorce rates than non-Black women. Given the eco
nomic pre­req­ui­sites to mar­riage and the role of eco­nomic strain in fomenting divorce 
(Edin et al. 2004; Raley and Bumpass 2003), the Black wives in our sample are posi
tively selected in terms of socioeconomic traits and are more similar to White women 
than the average Black woman. We may thus understate Black–White differences. 
That we find such stark dif­fer­ences between Black and White wives’ income tra­jec­
tories despite the selectivity of our sample underscores the centrality of paid work 
in Black women’s lives. It also high­lights that inequalities in the labor mar­ket by 
race/ethnicity contribute to disparities in how wives organize their activities.

Second, the NLSY79 focuses on late baby boomers, who largely transitioned into 
first mar­riages before the mid-1980s. Gender dif­fer­ences in edu­ca­tional attain­ment, 
assortative mating, work–family arrangements, and marriage and divorce rates have 
since changed (Schwartz and Han 2014; Schwartz and Mare 2005). Similar to the 
relationship between educational assortative mating and divorce rates (Schwartz and 
Han 2014), differences in wives’ income trajectories by educational assortative mat
ing may have become smaller for later cohorts given the rising share of educationally 
hypogamous unions; the continued increase in egalitarianism; and the growing con
vergence between Black and other women’s family behaviors, including rising age at 
marriage, higher nonmarital fertility, and lower marriage rates (Cherlin 2021; Landry 
2000). Simultaneously, a recent study found that the trend toward gen­der equity may 
have stalled or even reversed since the mid-1990s (Pepin and Cotter 2018). Further-
more, recent stud­ies have dem­on­strated that gen­der inequalities in house­work and 
women’s retreat from the labor market during the COVID-19 pandemic offer evi
dence of the persisting influ­ence or reemergence of the male bread­win­ner–female 
homemaker model of marriage (Carlson et al. 2022; Collins 2000).

Finally, we tested the extent to which wives’ family background, gender beliefs, 
socioeconomic status, and partnership traits help pattern income trajectories among 
White, Black, and Hispanic women. This is not an exhaustive list of mechanisms that 
may contribute to variation in women’s income pathways. It excludes potential cor
re­lates such as inequalities in the labor mar­ket, dis­crim­i­na­tion, the hus­band’s gen­der 
attitudes, and the husband’s sociodemographic traits (e.g., race/ethnicity and nativity 
status). For example, interracial couples’ socioeconomic circumstances often fall in 
between those of their same-race counterparts (Gullickson 2006), implying that the 
inability to control for husband’s race may understate racial/ethnic disparities in the 
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association between educational assortative mating and wives’ income trajectories. 
Furthermore, because of the spec­i­fi­ca­tions of group-based tra­jec­tory mod­els, our con­
trol variables were measured before marriage or the onset of marriage. Therefore, we 
cannot consider the role of marital fertility in generating differences in wives’ income 
trajectories. Instead, our models include several correlates of marital fertility, includ
ing the anticipated number of children.

Discussion

Prior studies have shown that spouses’ relative education levels play an important role 
in shaping the trajectories of wives’ labor market activities (Dribe and Nystedt 2013; 
Qian 2018; Van Bavel and Klesment 2017; Visser and Fasang 2018). These studies 
have explored the average relationship between educational assortative mating and 
income trajectories, controlling for race/ethnicity (Qian 2017, 2018; Qian and Shen 
2021). Research has yet to examine whether and how the relationship between edu
cational assortative mating and wives’ income trajectories varies by race/ethnicity.  
Our study fills this gap.

Marked differences exist in the presence, prevalence, and shapes of prototypical 
long-term income trajectories among White, Black, and Hispanic wives. White wives 
are more likely than non-White wives to follow income trajectories consistent with 
a traditional gender division of labor, such as being a secondary earner. Conversely, 
Black wives are more likely than White and Hispanic wives to follow pathways con
sistent with a more gender-egalitarian division of labor, including pathways in which 
they are con­sis­tently an equal or pri­mary earner. Unlike Black or His­panic women, 
White wives are more likely to reduce their income contributions over time. This 
scaling back likely occurs because of the presence of young children in the house
hold. White wives are more likely than Black and Hispanic wives to have the eco
nomic means to reduce their paid labor market activities following childbirth. This 
find­ing may also emerge because White women face larger wage pen­al­ties fol­low­ing 
transitions into motherhood than non-White women (England et al. 2016).

We also examine the association between educational assortative mating and 
wives’ income trajectories. Women in educationally hypogamous unions are less 
likely to follow trajectories consistent with the traditional gender division of labor. 
These patterns align with prior work (Qian 2018; Van Bavel and Klesment 2017) and 
the predictions from exchange and bargaining theories. Wives with relatively higher 
education levels have a comparative advantage over their husbands in the labor 
market, which can prompt such wives to contribute more to couples’ total income 
(Becker 1981; Lundberg and Pollak 1994; Miller 2020). Their higher earnings may 
also improve their bargaining position at home, which they can use to negotiate out of 
household chores and devote more time to the labor market (Miller 2020).

The relationship between educational assortative mating and trajectory group 
membership varies by race/ethnicity. This relationship appears stronger for White 
than for Black or Hispanic married women. Consistent with prior work for the 
overall population, White wives in hypergamous unions are least likely—and 
those in hypogamous unions are most likely—to follow trajectories consistent 
with the traditional gender division of labor. Deviating from the results for the  
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over­all pop­u­la­tion, our find­ings show that dif­fer­ences in Black and His­panic wives’ 
income trajectories largely occur between those in hypogamous and other unions. 
For example, Black women in hypogamous unions are less likely than other Black 
wives to be secondary earners, but the corresponding difference between those in 
homog­a­mous and hypergamous unions is not sta­tis­ti­cally sig­nifi­cant. Structural 
inequalities in the labor mar­ket might mean that Black cou­ples rely more heavily 
on wives’ contributions than White couples, resulting in a weaker link between 
educational assortative mating and wives’ income trajectories for Black wives. Our 
study demonstrates the differential impact of family organization (i.e., educational 
assortative mating) on the socioeconomic well-being of families who belong to dis
tinct racial/ethnic groups.

We also observe differences in the social processes that help explain variation in 
wives’ income trajectories by educational assortative mating. White wives’ socio
economic status during young adulthood (including their educational attainment and 
employment before marriage) accounts for a considerable share of the differences in 
their tra­jec­tory group mem­ber­ship by edu­ca­tional assortative mat­ing. This find­ing 
suggests that socioeconomic status at the point of marriage has implications for their 
socioeconomic well-being and labor market participation over the life course. By 
contrast, for Black wives, their partners’ characteristics accounted for much of the 
var­i­a­tion in tra­jec­tory group mem­ber­ship by edu­ca­tional assortative mat­ing. Inequal-
ities in the labor market and Black men’s disadvantageous positions make partner 
traits espe­cially con­se­quen­tial for Black mar­ried women’s socio­eco­nomic well-being 
over the life course.

Finally, differences in gender beliefs suppress disparities in Hispanic women’s 
prob­a­bil­ity of either being a con­sis­tently equal earner or decreas­ing their con­tri­bu­tion 
to couples’ total income. Hispanic couples in hypogamous unions may be seeking to 
“do gender” to compensate for their nonnormative educational arrangement. Most of 
the variation in trajectory membership by educational assortative mating remains for 
all racial/ethnic groups, net of all controls.

Overall, our find­ings under­score that edu­ca­tional assortative mat­ing has impor­tant 
implications for White wives’ economic contributions but plays a more limited role 
in determining the labor market outcomes of Black and Hispanic wives. Our study 
high­lights the need for stud­ies of the con­se­quences of edu­ca­tional assortative mat­
ing to pay closer attention to heterogeneity across and within racial/ethnic groups. 
Finally, we echo recent calls dissuading the practice of using race/ethnicity as a 
control to explain away variation in socioeconomic outcomes (Cross forthcoming;  
Williams and Baker 2021). We must recognize that the average experiences 
of the population predominantly represent the experiences of White individu
als and fre­quently exclude the expe­ri­ences of racial minor­ity pop­u­la­tions (Cross  
forthcoming). ■
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