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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 exam ined the rela tion ship between edu ca tional assortative 
mat ing and wives’ labor mar ket par tic i pa tion but has not assessed how this rela tion ship 
varies by race/eth nic ity. Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
1979, we esti mate group-based devel op men tal tra jec to ries to inves ti gate whether the 
asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries 
varies by race/eth nic ity. The pres ence, prev a lence, and shapes of pro to typ i cal long-term 
income tra jec to ries vary mark edly across racial/eth nic groups. Whites are more likely 
than Blacks and His pan ics to fol low income tra jec to ries con sis tent with a tra di tional 
gen der divi sion of labor. The asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing is 
also stron ger for Whites than for Blacks and His pan ics. White wives in edu ca tion ally 
hypogamous unions make the greatest con tri bu tion to the cou ple’s total income, fol-
lowed by those in homog a mous and hypergamous unions. Black and His panic wives 
in hypogamous unions are less likely than their peers in other unions to be sec ond ary 
earners.Thesefindingsunderscoretheneedforstudiesoftheconsequencesofedu
ca tional assortative mat ing to pay closer atten tion to het ero ge ne ity across and within 
racial/eth nic groups.

KEYWORDS Race/eth nic ity • Educational assortative mat ing • Women’s income  
• Group-based tra jec tory mod els

Introduction

Women his tor i cally received less edu ca tion than men, but starting in the 1960s, wom-
en’s par tic i pa tion in ter tiary edu ca tion increased more rap idly, and their col lege grad-
u a tion rates even tu ally surpassed those of men (Esteve et al. 2012; Van Bavel et al. 
2018).Aconsequenceofthisreversalistherisingshareofmarriagesinwhichwomen
have an edu ca tional advan tage over their hus bands (Van Bavel et al. 2018). Such 
changes have kindled questions about the relationship between educational assor-
tative mat ing and women’s labor force par tic i pa tion (e.g., Dribe and Nystedt 2013; 
Qian and Shen 2021; Vissar and Fasang 2018).
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Prior work on this topic has exam ined the rela tion ship between edu ca tional assor-
tative mat ing and wives’ labor mar ket par tic i pa tion in the pop u la tion over all while 
con trol ling for race/eth nic ity (e.g., Qian 2018; Qian and Shen 2021). Thus, we know 
lit tle about whether and how this asso ci a tion dif fers by race/eth nic ity. Growing evi-
dence,however,suggestssuchvariation.Becauseofsystemicinequalitiesinthelabor
mar ket, Black wives are less  able than oth ers to adhere to the tra di tional male bread-
win ner–female home maker model (Chetty et al. 2020; Coontz 2005;  Wagmiller 2007). 
Racial/eth nic groups may also sub scribe to dif fer ent cul tural beliefs about mar ried 
women’s labor force par tic i pa tion (Kane 2000). Black fam i lies may empha size wom-
en’sselfsufficiency,whereasHispanicfamiliesmayemphasizefamilismandwom-
en’s roles as moth ers (Dow 2019; Kane 2000). Recent stud ies have also high lighted 
thedifferentialconsequencesoffamilyorganizationondistinctracial/ethnicgroups,
underscoring the importance of conducting analyses specific to each racial/ethnic
group (Cross 2019, forth com ing; Fomby et al. 2010; Williams and Baker 2021).

Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979, we exam ine 
var i a tion in wives’ long-term income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional assortative mat ing 
andrace/ethnicity.Wefirstusegroupbasedtrajectorymodelstoidentifyprototypical
pathwaysofwives’shareofcouples’totalincomeduringthefirst20yearsofmar
riage sep a rately among White, Black, and His panic women. We then com pare the 
asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and tra jec tory group mem ber ship 
by race/eth nic ity. Finally, we assess the extent to which dif fer ences in wives’ fam ily 
back ground, gen der atti tudes, socio eco nomic sta tus in young adult hood, and part ner-
ship traits con trib ute to var i a tion in wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional assorta-
tivemating.Likepriorworkontheconsequencesofassortativemating,wefocuson
mar ried indi vid u als (Breen and Salazar 2011; Bucca 2018; Schwartz and Han 2014).

Wecontributetotheliteraturesonunionformationandracial/ethnicinequalityin
severalways.First,weconductanalysesspecific toeachracial/ethnicgroup.Like
recent work (Cross 2019; Fomby et al. 2010; Williams and Baker 2021), we show 
how the asso ci a tion between fam ily orga ni za tion and fam ily mem bers’ well-being 
varies by race/eth nic ity. Recent stud ies have largely focused on the impact of fam-
ily struc ture on child and ado les cent out comes (Cross 2019; Fomby et al. 2010). 
We exam ine how edu ca tional assortative mat ing shapes mar ried women’s socio eco-
nomic out comes. Second, we use a dyadic approach and exam ine how cou ples’ joint 
traits—specifically,wives’ andhusbands’ relative education levels—shape income
tra jec to ries, rec og niz ing the inter de pen dence of wives’ and hus bands’ lives and eco-
nomic con di tions (Qian 2018). Past stud ies have focused pri mar ily on indi vid ual or 
part ner effects (for excep tions, see Bucca 2018; Qian 2017, 2018; Qian and Shen 
2021). Marital sorting along edu ca tional lines can affect women’s income tra jec to-
ries, net of wives’ and hus bands’ edu ca tion, by shap ing intracouple power dynam ics 
and house hold divi sion of labor (Miller 2020). Third, we join the small yet grow-
ing body of work that uses group-based tra jec tory mod els to describe the long-term, 
dynamic nature of wives’ income tra jec to ries over time (Damaske and Frech 2016; 
Qian, 2018; Visser and Fasang 2018; Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 2020). The tra jec-
to ries described in this anal y sis allow for a more gran u lar and holis tic under stand ing 
of pro to typ i cal path ways of wives’ income (Marti 2008). We iden tify clus ters of tra-
jec to ries dis tin guish able by wives’ income lev els, changes in their labor mar ket par-
tic i pa tion, and the tim ing and dura tion of the var i ous states (Nagin 2005).

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

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



229Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

We use edu ca tional homog amy to refer to mar riages involv ing spouses with 
sim i lar lev els of edu ca tion, hypogamy to refer to mar riages in which wives have 
more edu ca tion than their hus bands, and hyper gamy to refer to mar riages in which 
wives have less edu ca tion than their hus bands. We use rel a tive lev els of edu ca tion 
to describe whether wives have sim i lar, higher, or lower lev els of edu ca tion than 
their hus bands.

Background

Theoretical Frameworks

Three the o ret i cal per spec tives inform our expec ta tions about the rela tion ship between 
educationalassortativematingandwives’ relativeearnings.Exchange theorydefi
nes the house hold as a coop er a tive unit seek ing to opti mize house hold pro duc tion 
(Becker 1974). The spouse with the higher earnings potential and consequently
higher com par a tive advan tage in the labor mar ket spe cial izes in paid work, while 
the other part ner spe cial izes in home pro duc tion (Becker 1974, 1981). Owing to gen-
der inequalities in the labormarket,wiveshavetraditionallyspecializedinunpaid
house work, and hus bands have tra di tion ally spe cial ized in paid work (Becker 1974, 
1981). Because part ners spe cial ize in dif fer ent spheres, women and men engage in 
pos i tive assortative mat ing for all  traits unre lated to their earn ings poten tial (Becker 
1974). In recent decades, fam i lies have transitioned from sin gle-earner to dual-earner 
house holds (Oppenheimer 1988; Sweeney 2002). More school ing is asso ci ated with 
higher earn ings. Thus, in the absence of a strictly gen dered divi sion of labor, wives 
with higher edu ca tion rel a tive to their hus bands will con trib ute more toward the cou-
ple’s total earn ings than their peers with rel a tively lower lev els of edu ca tion (Becker 
and Strauss 1956).

Bargainingtheoryassumesthateachspousehasuniqueinterests(Lundbergand
Pollak 1996; Visser and Fasang 2018). Given their com pet ing inter ests, spouses con-
tin u ally nego ti ate to opti mize their util ity (Lundberg and Pollak 1996). The spouse 
with more edu ca tion likely has a stron ger bargaining posi tion because of their fall-
back poten tial for paid work out side mar riage. This advan tage can be used to nego-
ti ate out of house work (Miller 2020). Like exchange the ory, this frame work pre dicts 
that wives with more rel a tive edu ca tion will con trib ute a greater share of the cou ple’s 
total earn ings.

Gender the ory argues that gen der beliefs inter act with the con straints in work 
and fam ily life to shape women’s work tra jec to ries (Blair-Loy and Dehart 2003;  
Damaske and Frech 2016; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Udansky 2011; West 
and Zimmerman 1987). For instance, mar ried women’s abil ity to cut back on paid 
labor fol low ing child birth is deter mined by their views about the impor tance of wom-
en’s con tin ued labor force par tic i pa tion and their need to con trib ute to the house hold 
econ omy (Clawson and Gerstel 2015; Goldscheider et al. 2015). Women with lower 
lev els of edu ca tion gen er ally adhere to more tra di tional gen der norms than those 
with higher lev els of edu ca tion, but they may not be  able to cut back because of their 
hus bands’ lim ited earn ings and their fam ily’s reli ance on their income (Clawson and 
Gerstel 2015; Udansky 2011).
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How gender beliefs influence the relationship between educational assortative
mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries is unclear. People are gen er ally averse to edu-
ca tion ally hypogamous unions because such unions devi ate from tra di tional 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 tra di tional gen der 
roles. Their part ner ships will be more egal i tar ian, and wives will con trib ute a greater 
share of the cou ple’s total income than those in homog a mous or hypergamous unions.  
The oppo site could also be true. Traditional gen der roles empha size men’s role as the 
pri mary bread win ner and women’s role as home maker (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 sym bol of non-
nor ma tive power dynam ics between spouses (Tichenor 2005). Married cou ples may 
try to com pen sate for the gen der non con for mity in one dimen sion of the union (i.e., 
rel a tive edu ca tion) by exag ger at ing gen der normativity in other areas, such as wives 
in hypogamous unions for go ing high-pay ing jobs (Cooke 2006).

These per spec tives have been crit i cized for their White mid dle-class bias (Landor 
and Barr 2018; West and Fenstermaker 1995). We extend this lit er a ture by exam-
in ing whether the pre dic tions informed by these per spec tives extend to women in 
racial/eth nic groups in which large shares do not belong to the mid dle class. Exchange 
and bargaining the o ries have also been crit i cized for assum ing that sin gle indi vid u als 
areequippedwithperfectandcostlessinformationaboutpotentialpartners(Oppen-
heimer 1988). As men and women receive more train ing and men’s eco nomic posi-
tionsbecomemoreprecarious,thereisgreateruncertaintyregardingthequalityof
poten tial part ners, espe cially about their long-term eco nomic poten tial (Oppenheimer 
1988). We assess whether these mod els’ pre dic tions extend to women in racial/eth nic 
groups who gen er ally expe ri ence more job pre car i ous ness and eco nomic uncer tainty. 
Conceivably, the asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ 
income tra jec to ries may be weaker for such groups.

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

Research has offered mixed accounts of the rela tion ship between edu ca tional assor-
tative mat ing and wives’ labor mar ket activ i ties. Many studies have found that wives’ 
higher rel a tive edu ca tion is asso ci ated with greater labor mar ket par tic i pa tion and 
higher wages. Van Bavel and Klesment (2017), for instance, used data from the 
Euro pean Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions and found that wives in 
hypogamous unions had higher rel a tive earn ings and were less likely to inter rupt their 
labor mar ket activ i ties fol low ing moth er hood than their peers in hypergamous or 
homog a mous unions. Using National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 data, Qian 
(2018) found that women in hypogamous unions earned more than those in homog-
a mous or hypergamous unions. Qian and Shen (2021) also found that wives with an 
edu ca tional advan tage over their hus bands earned more, but only before moth er hood. 
By con trast, Dribe and Nystedt (2013) used data from the Swed ish pop u la tion reg is-
try to show that mar ry ing some one with com par a tively less edu ca tion inhib its wives’ 
earning growth. Visser and Fasang (2018) found that the asso ci a tion between edu ca-
tional assortative mat ing and later-life employ ment tra jec to ries was min i mal. What 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/227/1803543/227choi.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024
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mat ters instead are the lev els of edu ca tion. Highly edu cated homog a mous cou ples 
tend to be in sta ble, high-sta tus, dual-earner house holds; homog a mous cou ples with 
lower lev els of edu ca tion are in low-sta tus, sin gle-bread win ner arrange ments. These 
mixed accounts likely emerged because the stud ies exam ined dif fer ent out comes and 
dis sim i lar pop u la tions with dis tinct gen der norms.

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

Research exam in ing the rela tion ship between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and 
wives’ income and work tra jec to ries has gen er ally presented aver age effects for the 
over all pop u la tion while con trol ling for race/eth nic ity (Qian 2017, 2018; Qian and 
Shen 2021). Recent stud ies, how ever, have shown that the impact of fam ily struc ture 
variesacrossracial/ethnicgroups,highlightingtheneedforanalysesspecifictoeach
racial/ethnicgroupwhenexaminingtheconsequencesoffamilyorganization(Cross
forth com ing; Williams and Baker 2021). Many inter re lated fac tors—includ ing  
wives’ fam ily back ground, gen der beliefs, socio eco nomic traits, and part ner ship  
char ac ter is tics—may con trib ute to racial/eth nic dif fer ences in the asso ci a tion 
between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries.

Family Background

Black and His panic women gen er ally grow up in fam i lies with fewer eco nomic and 
edu ca tional resources than White women (Edelman and Jones 2004; McLanahan and 
Jacobsen 2015; Slopen et al. 2016). Thus, Black and His panic women attain fewer 
years of school ing than White women, reduc ing their attrac tive ness in the labor and 
mar riage mar kets (Cheng et al. 2019; Kao and Thompson 2003). Growing up in dis-
ad van taged fam i lies may also alter views about mar ried women’s labor force par tic i-
pa tion. Black and His panic women are more likely than White women to grow up in 
house holds where all  adult house hold mem bers con trib ute to the house hold econ omy. 
They are less likely than White women to per ceive spe cial i za tion in house work as 
a via ble tra jec tory for women (Dow 2019). Black women are also more likely than 
their White peers to be born to sin gle moth ers or to expe ri ence paren tal sep a ra tion 
(Brown et al. 2016). Women’s and chil dren’s income decreases fol low ing divorce 
(Peterson 1996). As grown-ups, they may be less likely than White women to forgo or 
inter rupt their labor mar ket activ i ties to avoid eco nomic hard ship fol low ing poten tial 
divorce, irrespective of their edu ca tional assortative mat ing pat terns.

Gender Beliefs

Black fam i lies are more likely than non-Black fam i lies to empha size women’s self-
sufficiencyandtoperceivepaidworkasanecessarydimensionofwomanhood(Dow
2019). His panic fam i lies empha size fam i lism, which under scores women’s care giver 
roles (Landale et al. 2006). Middle-class White fam i lies empha size the inten sive 
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moth er ing par a digm (Hays 1996). Therefore, irrespective of their edu ca tional assor-
tative mat ing pat terns, Black women may be less likely than their White and His panic 
coun ter parts to “do gen der” and to be sec ond ary earn ers dur ing their mar riage.

Racial/eth nic disparities in the normativity of edu ca tional hypogamy may also 
gen er ate dif fer ences in wives’ income tra jec to ries. White women’s col lege grad u-
a tion 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 
con trast, Black women’s col lege grad u a tion 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 nor ma tive among Black cou ples than among White 
and His panic cou ples (see Figure A1, shown in the online appen dix along with all  
otherfiguresandtablesdesignatedwith“A”).Inthisway,Blackcouplesmaybeless
likely than non-Black cou ples to exag ger ate gen der normativity in other dimen sions 
of mar ried life, includ ing wives’ labor force par tic i pa tion. The oppo site may be true 
for His panic cou ples. Hence, edu ca tional assortative mat ing may be more weakly 
asso ci ated with Black wives’ employ ment tra jec to ries but more strongly tied to  
His panic wives’ employ ment rel a tive to White women.

Socioeconomic Characteristics

Black and His panic women attain less school ing than White women (Kao and 
Thompson 2003).Asaresult,theymayhavegreaterdifficultyobtainingstableand
high-pay ing employ ment early in their tran si tion to adult eco nomic roles and over the 
long run (Cancio et al. 1996; Damaske 2011; Reid and Padavic 2005). These traits 
may also ren der them unat trac tive mates, prolonging their mar i tal search (Schneider 
et al. 2019). In par tic u lar, Black women are more likely than White and His panic 
women to marry at older ages and have a child from a pre vi ous union (Choi et al. 
2022; Coverdill et al. 1996). Irrespective of edu ca tional assortative mat ing, Black 
wives may have a greater need to work for pay than their peers in other groups to 
financetheexpensesofchildrenfrompreviousunionsbecausestepfathersinvestless
in stepchildren than bio log i cal fathers spend on bio log i cal chil dren (Cherlin 1978; 
Raley and Sweeney 2020; Thompson et al. 1994).

Partnership Characteristics and Union Trajectories

Black and His panic women encoun ter less favor able mar riage mar kets than White 
women for sev eral rea sons. Their unfa vor able eco nomic pros pects reduce their attrac-
tive ness as poten tial spouses (Schneider et al. 2019). Furthermore, cul tural ste reo-
types often depict Black women as aggres sive, unfem i nine, and defy ing con ven tional 
stan dards of beauty (Adeyinka-Skold 2020; Bany et al. 2014; Lin and Lundquist
2013). Such ste reo types can reduce Black women’s attrac tive ness as poten tial part-
ners.Becauseofstructuralinequalitiesinthelabormarket,BlackandHispanicmen
havegreaterdifficultysecuringstableandhighpayingjobs(Chengetal.2019; Storer 
et al. 2020; Sun 2020). More than 80% of mar riages are ethnoracially endog a mous 
(Livingston and Brown 2017); thus, Black and His panic women may encoun ter a 
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scar city of part ners with favor able eco nomic pros pects. For Black women, the mass 
incar cer a tion of Black men may exac er bate this prob lem (Raley et al. 2015; Western 
and Sirois 2019). Together, these fac tors com pel Black and His panic women to cast 
a wider net, which increases their pros pect of mar ry ing rel a tively less edu cated part-
ners.Eveniftheymarryaspousewithequalorhigherlevelsofeducation,Blackand
His panic women’s spouses may pos sess traits unre lated to edu ca tion that ren der them 
unat trac tive in labor mar kets. The asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat-
ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries may there fore be less pro nounced for Black and  
His panic women, who have a greater need to con trib ute con tin u ously to the  
house hold econ omy, than for White women.

Racial/eth nic disparities in union tra jec to ries may also con trib ute to dif fer ences in 
the asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to-
ries. Relative to White and Black mar riages, a lower share of His panic mar riages are 
pre ceded by cohab i ta tion (Choi et al. 2022). Cohabiting cou ples are less likely than 
mar ried cou ples to pool their resources (Smock 2000), and cou ples who cohabited 
before mar riage often con tinue these prac tices after they marry (Smock 2000). The 
higher shares of His panic women transitioning directly to mar riage sug gest that they 
will be more likely than White and Black women to spe cial ize in house work, irre-
spective of their assortative mat ing pat terns.

Methods

Data

We use 28 waves of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 
(NLSY79), a nation ally rep re sen ta tive sur vey of 6,283 women and 6,403 men who 
were aged 14–22 in 1979. The NLSY79 sur veyed respon dents annu ally until 1994 
and bien ni ally after ward, collecting infor ma tion about respon dents’ major life events, 
includ ing mar riage, child birth, and employ ment. The sur vey asks about respon dents’ 
and their spouses’ edu ca tional attain ment, allowing us to cap ture cou ples’ edu ca-
tional assortative mat ing pat terns. It also col lects detailed infor ma tion about mar ried 
respon dents’ and their spouses’ employ ment his to ries, includ ing income and cor re-
lates of labor force par tic i pa tion. Black and His panic respon dents are oversampled, 
pro vid ing us with sam ples large enough to dis ag gre gate wives by race/eth nic ity and 
edu ca tional assortative mat ing.

Sample

Our sample consists of 3,469marriedwomen in their firstmarriages.We focus on
wives because of prior work show ing that edu ca tional assortative mat ing mat ters more 
for women’s than men’s long-term out comes (Choi et al. 2020; Qian 2018). We exam-
inefirstmarriagesbecauseeducationalassortativematingpatterns(Shafer2012), the 
intrahousehold divi sion of labor (Ishii-Kuntz and Coltrane 1992), and mar i tal dis so-
lu tion rates (Sweeney 2010)differbetweenfirstandlatermarriages.Fromtheinitial
6,283 female respon dents, we exclude those who were part of the discontinued mil i tary 
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and the eco nom i cally dis ad van taged non-Black, non-His panic oversamples (n = 1,357). 
We also exclude respon dents who never mar ried (n = 854), who never lived with their 
spouses (n = 248), or who were miss ing key infor ma tion about their spouses, includ-
ing their edu ca tion (n = 233). We exclude respon dents with out any infor ma tion on the 
depen dent var i able between ages 18 and 55 (i.e., prime work ing years) or in the ini tial 
20yearsoftheirfirstmarriage(n = 122). We orga nize the data for the remaining 3,469 
femalerespondentsintopersonyearfiles.Afterexcludingpersonyearrecordsinwhich
the spouses are not aged 18–55, after 20 years of mar riage, and miss ing infor ma tion on 
the depen dent var i able, our sam ple yields 29,720 per son-years (see Table A1).

Measures

Dependent Variable

Wife’s share of a cou ple’s total annual income dur ing each of the first 20 years of mar
riage is the per cent age of a cou ple’s total annual income that the wife earned. As in 
prior work (Qian 2018),wedefinewives’andhusbands’incomeastheirannualwage
and sal ary earn ings. Their income is adjusted to con stant 2018 dol lars using the Annual 
Average Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS) (see Schwartz 2010), and 
extreme val ues are recoded using weighted val ues at the 1st and 99th per cen tiles. In 
robust ness checks, we exam ined a related out come—wife’s share of the cou ple’s total 
annual hours worked—andconstrainedouranalysesofwives’incomesharetothefirst
10 and 15 years of mar riage. Membership in tra jec to ries obtained using these alter na-
tive strat e gies cor re spond well, and our core results are gen er ally con sis tent.

Key Independent Variables

Wife’s race/eth nic ity distinguishes non-His panic Black (“Black”); His panic; and non-
Black, non-His panic (“White”) mar ried women.

To mea sure edu ca tional assortative mat ing,wefirstclassifiedwivesandhusbands
into four lev els of edu ca tion: (1) no high school diploma, (2) high school diploma 
or GED, (3) some col lege, and (4) at least four years of col lege. We then cross-
classifiedwives’andhusbands’education todistinguishcouples inunions thatare
homog a mous (wives and hus bands have the same level of edu ca tion), hypogamous 
(wives have more school ing than their hus bands), and hypergamous (wives have less 
school ing than their hus bands). Table A2 cross-tab u lates edu ca tional assortative mat-
ing with race/eth nic ity. In sen si tiv ity ana ly ses, we obtained sim i lar results using alter-
na tive mea sures of edu ca tional assortative mat ing, includ ing the dif fer ence between 
wives’ and hus bands’ years of school ing or edu ca tion lev els.

Other Correlates of Trajectory Group Membership

Our mod els also include impor tant cor re lates of wives’ income and assortative mat-
ing pat terns (Choi and Tienda 2017, 2021; Damaske and Frech 2016; Mare 1991). 
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235Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

All cor re lates are mea sured before or at the onset of the mar riage. We cap ture fam ily 
back ground with fam ily struc ture at age 14 (two-par ent fam i lies or oth ers), mother’s 
edu ca tion (no high school or high school or more), and mater nal employ ment (yes 
or no).

To cap ture the extent to which respon dents adhere to tra di tional gen der beliefs, 
we con struct an index based on respon dents’ agree ment with each of eight items:1 
(1) a woman’s place is in the home, (2) wives do not have time for employ ment,  
(3)wives’employmentleadstomorejuveniledelinquency,(4)itisbetteriftheman
is the achiever out side the home and the woman takes care of the fam ily, (5) women 
are hap pier if they take care of their chil dren, (6) a work ing wife feels more use ful 
than one who doesn’t hold a job, (7) employ ment of both par ents is nec es sary to keep 
up with the high cost of liv ing, and (8) men should share the work around the house 
with women (Cronbach’s alpha = .73). Higher scores on this stan dard ized scale (with 
a mean of 0 and a stan dard devi a tion of 1) indi cate more tra di tional gen der beliefs. 
Because global atti tu di nal mea sures may not nec es sar ily align with peo ple’s con crete 
aspi ra tions for their own fam ily arrange ments (Herman and Campbell 2012), we also 
include whether the respon dent antic i pates work ing at age 35 (yes or no) and their 
antic i pated total fer til ity (none, one, or two or more chil dren).2

We cap ture wives’ socio eco nomic sta tus dur ing young adult hood using respon
dents’ level of edu ca tion (less than high school, high school grad u ate, some col lege, 
or at least four years of col lege), unem ploy ment sta tus in the year before mar riage 
(employed, unem ployed, or miss ing), hav ing a child from a prior union (yes or no), 
and age at mar riage (15–19, 20–24, 25–29, or 30+).

Covariates cap tur ing part ner ship traits include hus band’s income in the year clos
est to mar riage onset, mea sured cat e gor i cally rel a tive to the pov erty line (below, 
100% to 199%, or 200%+ of the pov erty line);3 the age dif fer ence between spouses 
(wife is older, husband is up to fouryearsolder, or husband is at leastfiveyears
older); and pre mar i tal cohab i ta tion (yes vs. no).

Analytic Strategy

Wefirstestimategroupbasedtrajectorymodels,atypeoffinitemixturemodel,to
iden tify tra jec to ries of the share of cou ples’ total annual income that White, Black, 
andHispanicwivescontributedduringeachofthefirst20yearsofmarriage.These
mod els iden tify latent clus ters of wives fol low ing pro to typ i cal path ways to describe 
thetiming,duration,andsequencingoftheirincomeovertime(Nagin2005). These 
mod els dif fer from hier ar chi cal or growth curve mod els because they focus on group-

1 Thesequestionswereaskedin1979,1982,1987,and2004.Respondentsansweredona4pointscaleof
strongly dis agree to strongly agree; items 6–8 are reverse-coded. We use the responses from the pre mar i tal 
wave clos est to the respon dents’ mar riage date. We also constructed a gen der index when respon dents were 
aged 18–22. Results using the two gen der belief indi ces were sim i lar.
2 Covariates of tra jec tory group mem ber ship con sist of respon dent traits that are deter mined before or at 
thestartofmarriage.Anticipatedfertilityandpremaritalchildbearingallowustoincorporatetheinfluence
of child bear ing on wives’ income tra jec to ries.
3 TheNLSY79collectedthehusband’sincomeduringthefirstyearofmarriage.Thehusband’sincome
before mar riage is avail  able for cou ples who cohabited before mar riage.
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specific trajectories rather thanwithinindividual trajectories (Damaske andFrech
2016; Nagin 2005). Because these mod els pool data points across a given group, 
attri tion via sur vey drop out or sep a ra tion has a more lim ited impact on our abil ity to 
describe long-run path ways of women’s labor force par tic i pa tion than would be the 
case for growth curve mod els. A more detailed expla na tion of these mod els can be 
found in the online appen dix. We esti mate these mod els sep a rately by racial/eth nic 
group to relax the assump tion that a con sis tent set of tra jec to ries describes the long-
term income path ways among White, Black, and His panic mar ried women.

Next, we esti mate mul ti no mial logis tic regres sion mod els predicting the com-
pet ing odds of mem ber ship into each tra jec tory group. Model 1 begins with the 
zero-order asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income  
tra jec tory group mem ber ship. We iter a tively add women’s fam ily back ground (Model 
2), gen der beliefs (Model 3), socio eco nomic sta tus (Model 4), and part ner ship traits 
(Model 5). Rescaling and atten u a tion bias may con found odds ratios but do not affect 
averagemarginal effects (AME)when comparing coefficients acrossmultinomial
logis tic regres sion mod els (Kohler et al. 2011; Mize 2019). Therefore, we also com-
pute the predicted per cent ages of tra jec tory group mem ber ship for each model and 
com pare the dif fer ences (AMEs) obtained from each model to assess the extent to 
which fam ily back ground, gen der beliefs, socio eco nomic sta tus, and part ner ship 
traits explain the rela tion ship between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and tra jec tory 
group mem ber ship for White, Black, and His panic wives. All mod els are weighted 
and run sep a rately by race/eth nic ity.

Results

Table 1 reports our sam ple char ac ter is tics by race/eth nic ity and edu ca tional assor-
tative mat ing. Educational homog amy is the most com mon pat tern across all  racial/ 
eth nic groups, and hypogamy is the least com mon. Consistent with prior research 
(e.g., Hummer and Hamilton 2010), White wives are more likely than Black and 
His panic wives to grow up in two-par ent house holds, to be reared by work ing moth-
ers, and to have moth ers with at least a high school diploma. Similarly, White wives 
com pleted the most school ing. A higher share of Black women mar ried at older ages, 
and they appear more egal i tar ian in their fam ily atti tudes than White or His panic 
women. Among Black and White wives, those in edu ca tion ally hypergamous unions 
adhere more to tra di tional gen der beliefs than those in other unions. The pat tern is 
less pro nounced among His panic wives, who gen er ally have more tra di tional fam ily 
atti tudes. Black wives are also more likely to antic i pate work ing at age 35 and to 
have fewer chil dren than White and His panic wives. A higher share of Black women 
than White women are mar ried to men whose incomes fall below the pov erty line 
across edu ca tional assortative mat ing categories. For exam ple, 18% of White women 
in hypergamous unions and 14% of other White women have hus bands with incomes 
belowthepovertyline.Thesefigurescomparewith28%and25%,respectively,for
Black women. That Black women have hus bands who con sis tently earn less than  
the husbands of White women sug gests that a higher share of Black wives may need 
tocontribute to theirhousehold’sfinances throughpaidemployment regardlessof
their edu ca tional assortative mat ing pat terns.
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239Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

Identifying Wives’ Long-Term Income Trajectories

Wehighlight thevariation inwives’ income trajectories over thefirst 20years of
mar riage, both across and within racial/eth nic groups. Wives’ income tra jec to ries do 
not fol low a sin gle aver age or uni di rec tional tra jec tory of increase or decline. Rather, 
there are mul ti ple dis tinct trends: wives’ con tri bu tions to cou ples’ total income decline 
at var i ous rates, hold rel a tively steady, and even increase over time. Furthermore, the 
same set of path ways does not obtain for White, Black, and His panic wives.

As in prior work (e.g., Damaske and Frech 2016; Qian 2017; Weisshaar and Cabello- 
Hutt 2020), we select the num ber of tra jec tory groups on the basis of both empir i-
cal and sub stan tive cri te ria, includ ing par si mony, tra jec to ries’ dis tinc tive ness, group 
sizes, and prior empir i cal and the o ret i cal work (Nagin 2005). Table 2 pres ents two 
commonlyusedmeasuresofmodelfit—theaverageposteriorprobabilities(APP)of
group assign ment and Bayes ian infor ma tion cri te rion (BIC)—for mod els with three 
to eight groups. Table A3 pro vi des the model param e ters describ ing each tra jec tory’s 
shape from our pre ferred solu tions.

Among White wives, all  solu tions with three to seven path ways have APPs above 
the con ven tional .700 thresh old and decreas ing BIC val ues. The solu tion with six 
groups best and most par si mo ni ously cap tures the var i a tion in White women’s 
incometrajectories.Thesixgroupsolutionimprovesuponthefivegroupsolutionby
allowing us to dis tin guish wives who began their mar riages as pri mary earn ers but 
becamesecondaryearnersfromwiveswhostartedasequalearnersbeforebecoming
sec ond ary earn ers. Although wives in both groups decreased their con tri bu tion to 
couples’totalincome,theymaydifferqualitativelyintheiradherencetotraditional
norms about gen der divi sion of labor.

ForBlackwives,solutionswiththreetofivetrajectorieshaveAPPsabove.700.
Contrarytomodelswithfewergroups,thefivepathwaysolutiondistinguisheswives
whotransitionedfromequaltoprimaryearnersfromwiveswhowereconsistently
theprimaryearner.Thelevelatwhichwomenstart—aseitheranequalorprimary 
earner—marks an impor tant dif fer ence and sug gests the extent to which Black women 
could rely on hus bands to sup port their fam i lies at the onset of mar riage.

Among His panic wives, solu tions with between three and seven groups have APPs 
above .700.Wechose thefivepathwayover thesixandsevengroupsolutions to
avoidgroupswithoverlysmallcellcounts.Thefivegroupsolutionimprovesupon
solutionswith fewer groups by distinguishingwiveswhowere consistently equal
earnersfromwiveswhobeganmarriageassecondaryearnersandbecameequalearn
ers later in the mar riage.4

Describing Wives’ Long-Term Income Trajectories

Figure 1 and Table 3 sum ma rize White, Black, and His panic wives’ pro to typ i-
cal income tra jec to ries. White wives are most likely to fol low income tra jec to ries  

4 For Black and His panic women, we conducted robust ness checks using three and four tra jec tory groups 
and obtained gen er ally con sis tent results.
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240 K. H. Choi and P. Denice

Table 2 Measuresofgroupbasedtrajectorymodelfit

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
His panic 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 pro vi des two sets of sta tis tics used to eval u ate group-based tra jec tory mod els that 
esti mate solu tions based on dif fer ent num bers of groups: the aver age pos te rior prob a bil i ties (APP) of 
assign ment into each group and the Bayes ian infor ma tion cri te ria (BIC). The mod els in bold indi cate our 
pre ferred solu tion for each racial/eth nic group.
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con sis tent with tra di tional gen der norms. For exam ple, just under half of the White 
wives were con sis tently sec ond ary earn ers.5 One of these tra jec to ries (i.e., sec ond-
ary earn ers but at higher con tri bu tions) is not pres ent for either Black or His panic 
women. White women are also more likely than Black and His panic women to fol-
low tra jec to ries char ac ter ized by a declin ing income share over time. Approximately 
oneinfiveWhitewomendecreasetheirincomecontributionovertime:15.7%fol
low the“fromequal to secondary”pathway,andanother4.1%follow the“from 

5 Roughly 20% of White wives con sis tently con trib ute roughly a third of the cou ple’s total income (“con-
sistenthighsecondaryearner”).AnotherquarterofWhitesconsistentlycontribute10%orlessofthecou
ple’s total income (“con sis tent low sec ond ary earner”).

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90
100

0 5 10 15 20
Marital Duration (years)

Sh
ar

e 
of

 C
ou

pl
e’

s 
Ye

ar
ly

 In
co

m
e

a. White

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0 5 10 15 20
Marital Duration (years)

Sh
ar

e 
of

 C
ou

pl
e’

s 
Ye

ar
ly

 In
co

m
e

b. Black

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

0 5 10 15 20
Marital Duration (years)

Sh
ar

e 
of

 C
ou

pl
e’

s 
Ye

ar
ly

 In
co

m
e

c. Hispanic

Trajectories
Consistently secondary, low
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Fig. 1 Groupbasedtrajectoriesoftheshareofincomeearnedbywives,byrace/ethnicity.Thefigureis
estimatedusingtheresultsfromourpreferredtrajectorymodels.Modelsincludelinear,squared,andcubed
measures of marital duration. Lines indicate the LOESS-smoothed average share over time within each 
group(95%confidenceintervalsareshadedingray).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

pri mary to sec ond ary” path way. In com par i son, only 10% of Black women and 14% of  
His panic women decrease their income con tri bu tions over time. Only one of these 
two decreas ing path ways is found among Black and His panic women. White women 
are also the only group for whom increas ing path ways are not pres ent. Roughly 14% 
to 15% of Black and His panic wives increase their con tri bu tion to the cou ple’s total 
income over time.

Differences in Wives’ Trajectory Membership by Educational Assortative Mating

We pres ent the full results from our mul ti no mial logis tic regres sion mod els pre-
dicting the prob a bil ity of tra jec tory group mem ber ship sep a rately by race/eth nic-
ity in Tables A4–A6. Figure 2 illus trates the results from Model 1, show ing the 
predicted per cent ages of tra jec tory group mem ber ship by edu ca tional assortative 
matingwithinracial/ethnicgroupsandhighlightingstatisticallysignificantdiffer
ences between pairs of edu ca tional assortative mat ing categories (the AMEs). Table 
4 pres ents the AMEs from Figure 2 and the extent to which each bun dle of addi-
tional covariates explains these dif fer ences. In Table 4, we focus on tra jec to ries 
withstatisticallysignificantdifferencesinunadjustedAMEs(fullresultsavailable
uponrequest).6

White Wives’ Income Trajectories

Model 1 sug gests a strong link between tra jec tory group mem ber ship and edu ca tional 
assortative mat ing among White women. White women in hypogamous unions are 
less likely than other White wives to fol low income tra jec to ries con sis tent with a tra-
di tional gen der divi sion of labor. For exam ple, 19% of wives in hypogamous unions 
con sis tently con trib uted to cou ples’ income at rel a tively low lev els, com pared with 
27% in homog a mous unions and 39% in hypergamous unions. By con trast, White 
women in hypogamous unions are more likely to fol low path ways in which they are 
consistentlyanequalearnerortheprimaryearner.

Our addi tive mod els (Table A4) show that adher ence to tra di tional gen der norms, 
expecting to have more chil dren, and unfa vor able labor mar ket out comes are asso-
ci ated with higher odds of fol low ing tra jec to ries con sis tent with a tra di tional gen der 
divi sion of labor. Conversely, grow ing up in a two-par ent fam ily and mar ry ing men 
with higher earn ings are asso ci ated with lower odds of con sis tently being the pri mary 
earner. Similarly, mar ry ing men with higher earn ings, hav ing a child from a prior 
union, and hav ing an older hus band are asso ci ated with lower odds of decreas ing 
their income con tri bu tion to become a sec ond ary earner.

Next, we assess whether wives’ early socio eco nomic sta tus, gen der beliefs, 
sociodemographic char ac ter is tics in early adult hood, and part ner ship traits explain 

6 Weestimateracespecificmodels,precludingusfromdirectlytestingracial/ethnicdifferences.Insup
ple men tary ana ly ses, we pool our sam ple and esti mate our mod els across all  racial/eth nic groups (results 
avail  able in Figure A2 and Tables A7 and A8). Trajectory groups esti mated with the pooled sam ple most 
resem ble 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 reducedformmultinomial logistic regressionmodels stratified by race/ethnicity
(Model1inTablesA4–A6).Statisticallysignificantdifferencesbyeducationalassortativematinggroups
(p < .05) are shown: E denotes hypergamy; M denotes homogamy; O denotes hypogamy. For instance, 
EvOdenotessignificantdifferencesbetweenwivesinhypergamous versus hypogamous unions. Whiskers 
represent95%confidenceintervals.
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245Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

Table 4 Predicted prob a bil i ties of tra jec tory mem ber ship by race/eth nic ity and edu ca tional assortative 
mat ing

Unadjusted  
Differences  

in AMEs
Family 

Background
Gender 
Beliefs

Early 
Adulthood 

SES
Partnership 

Traits

Total 
Explained 

Share

Non-His panic White
 Consistently low  

sec ond ary earner
  Hypergamous ver sus 

 homog a mous 11.6 3.5 6.9 24.6 −7.7 27.3
  Homogamous ver sus  

 hypogamous 8.4 2.1 13.7 23.3 8.2 47.3
  Hypergamous ver sus 

 hypogamous 20.0 2.9 9.7 24.1 −1.0 35.7
 Decreasingfromequal

to sec ond ary earner
  Homogamous ver sus 

 hypogamous 4.9 −3.3 5.4 −21.4 −2.0 −21.3
 Consistentlytheequal

earner
  Homogamous ver sus  

 hypogamous −11.3 1.1 9.1 9.3 −1.7 17.7
  Hypergamous ver sus  

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

sec ond ary earner
  Homogamous ver sus  

 hypogamous 14.6 1.2 0.3 14.5 11.3 27.3
  Hypergamous ver sus  

 hypogamous 19.2 2.5 7.4 25.1 8.3 43.2
 Increasingfromequal

to pri mary earner
  Hypergamous ver sus  

 homog a mous −4.6 −0.5 4.7 −11.9 −0.5 −8.2
  Hypergamous ver sus  

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

mary to sec ond ary 
earner

  Homogamous ver sus  
 hypogamous −4.6 −0.1 −6.9 −12.4 61.1 41.8

 Consistently pri mary 
earner

  Hypergamous ver sus  
 hypogamous −3.7 −1.4 0.0 −78.9 71.5 −8.8

His panic
 Consistently low  

sec ond ary earner
  Hypergamous ver sus  

 hypogamous 10.0 2.9 2.3 10.3 23.7 39.1
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the dif fer ences in tra jec tory group mem ber ship by edu ca tional assortative mat ing 
among White women. Table 4 indi cates that their early sociodemographic traits 
have a larger explan a tory power than the other fac tors. For exam ple, adjusting 
forwives’sociodemographic traits inearlyadulthoodexplains roughlyaquarter
of the dif fer ence in the share of wives who are con sis tently low sec ond ary earn-
ersbyeducationalassortativemating.ThesefindingssuggestthatWhitewivesin
hypergamous unions are more likely than those in homog a mous unions to have 
largely spe cial ized in house work, partly because they have lower edu ca tion lev els 
and marry at youn ger ages. Net of these dif fer ences, the dif fer ence in the share of 
wivesinhomogamousandhypogamousunionswhotransitionfromequaltosec
ond ary earn ers increases by 21%. This result sug gests that the per cent age of wives 
in homog a mous unions who make this tran si tion would have been lower if it were 
not for their lower edu ca tion lev els.

Much of the var i a tion in White wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional 
assortative mat ing remains after we intro duce all  the covariates. Differences in 
fam ily back ground and gen der beliefs explain a smaller por tion of the var i a tion 
in wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional assortative mat ing than women’s 
early socio eco nomic traits. By con trast, dif fer ences in part ner ship traits sup press 
disparities in the like li hood of being a con sis tently low sec ond ary earner between 
those in hypergamous and homog a mous unions. The share of wives in hyperga-
mous unions who are con sis tently low sec ond ary earn ers would have been 8% 
higher than the cor re spond ing share for women in homog a mous unions if it were 
not for the ten dency among women in hypergamous unions to wed part ners with 
lower earn ings.

Unadjusted  
Differences  

in AMEs
Family 

Background
Gender 
Beliefs

Early 
Adulthood 

SES
Partnership 

Traits

Total 
Explained 

Share

 Decreasingfromequal
to sec ond ary sta tus

  Homogamous ver sus  
 hypogamous −5.9 19.0 −13.9 11.5 14.7 31.3

  Hypergamous ver sus  
 hypogamous −7.4 9.4 −10.5 29.9 18.0 46.8

 Consistently the  
pri mary earner

  Homogamous ver sus  
 hypogamous −7.7 −4.2 6.9 −17.2 34.5 19.9

  Hypergamous ver sus  
 hypogamous −6.9 −6.2 7.0 −26.5 56.9 31.1

Notes:Column1presentsstatisticallysignificantaveragemarginaleffects(AMEs),orthedifferencesin
the predicted per cent age of tra jec tory group mem ber ship between edu ca tional assortative mat ing catego-
riescalculatedfromthecoefficientsinModel1ofTablesA4–A6andillustratedinFigure 2. Columns 2–5 
pres ent the per cent age of the var i a tion by edu ca tional assortative mat ing explained by adding our bun dles 
of other covariates in Models 2–5 of Tables A4–A6. Column 6 pro vi des the total share of the dif fer ences 
by edu ca tional assortative mat ing explained by the other covariates.

Table 4 (continued)
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247Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

Black Wives’ Income Trajectories

Differences in Black wives’ income tra jec to ries are largely observed between those 
in hypogamous and other unions. Black wives in hypogamous unions are less likely 
to fol low the path way of being a con sis tently low sec ond ary earner but more likely to 
become the pri mary earner at some point dur ing the mar riage. For exam ple, 13% of 
Black women in hypogamous unions increase their earn ings con tri bu tion from par ity 
with their hus bands to become the pri mary earner over time, com pared with 4% of 
those in hypergamous mar riages (see Figure 2).

Table A5 shows that unem ploy ment before mar riage is pos i tively asso ci ated with 
Black wives’ odds of being a low sec ond ary earner. Marrying a hus band with higher 
earn ings is asso ci ated with lower odds of fol low ing tra jec to ries in which the wife is a 
pri mary earner at some point dur ing their mar riage. Contrary to White wives, Black 
wives who antic i pate hav ing more chil dren have lower odds of being con sis tently 
sec ond ary earn ers, as do Black wives who have some col lege edu ca tion.

Family back ground and gen der beliefs explain lit tle of the var i a tion in Black 
wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional assortative mat ing. Wives’ socio eco nomic 
sta tus dur ing early adult hood explains a larger share of the dif fer ences in odds of 
being a low sec ond ary earner by edu ca tional assortative mat ing than other covariates. 
Yet,unlikeourfindingsforWhitewomen,partnershiptraitsexplainthelion’sshare
of the disparities in the prob a bil ity that Black women fol low tra jec to ries in which the 
wife is the pri mary earner at some point dur ing the mar riage. For exam ple, adjusting 
for dif fer ences in part ner ship traits—includ ing the hus band’s income and the age 
gap between wives and their hus bands—sub stan tially reduces the hypogamous– 
hypergamous union dis par ity in the prob a bil ity of fol low ing the path way of being 
con sis tently the pri mary earner.

His panic Wives’ Income Trajectories

As seen for Black wives, dif fer ences in wives’ tra jec to ries among His panic women 
are largely observed between those in hypogamous and other unions. His panic wives 
in hypogamous unions are less likely than those in hypergamous unions to fol low 
the path way of being con sis tently a low sec ond ary earner. Conversely, they are more 
likely than those in hypergamous or homog a mous unions to be con sis tently the pri-
mary earner. His panic wives in hypogamous unions are also more likely to tran si tion 
fromequaltosecondaryearners.OthercovariatesinModels2–5inTableA6gener
ally operate as expected. For instance, unem ploy ment before mar riage is asso ci ated 
with higher odds of con sis tently being a low sec ond ary earner or a sec ond ary earner 
early in mar riage and lower odds of con sis tently being the pri mary earner. Marrying a 
hus band with high earn ings is asso ci ated with lower odds of being the pri mary earner.

As we found for White and Black wives, fam ily back ground tends to explain a 
smaller share of the var i a tion in His panic wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional 
assortative mat ing than other fac tors. And as seen for Black but not White women, 
part ner ship traits explain a large share of the dif fer ence in His panic wives’ like li hood 
of con sis tently being the pri mary earner between those in hypogamous and other 
unions. His panic wives’ early sociodemographic traits also sup press dif fer ences in 
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248 K. H. Choi and P. Denice

wives’ like li hood of con sis tently being the pri mary earner between those in hypog-
amous and other unions. Gender beliefs sup press dif fer ences in the prob a bil ity of 
decreasingtheircontributionfromequaltosecondaryearnerbetweenthoseinhypog-
amous and other unions. Stated dif fer ently, an even greater share of His panic wives 
in hypogamous unions would have followed the tra jec tory of being con sis tently the 
primaryearnerratherthanconsistentlyanequalearnerifitwerenotfortheformer’s
higher like li hood of adher ing to non tra di tional beliefs. The mag ni tude of the sup pres-
sor effect is larger for His panic than for Black women.

Limitations

Our study has some lim i ta tions. First, we focus on mar ried women. Black women 
have lower mar riage and higher divorce rates than non-Black women. Given the eco-
nomicprerequisitestomarriageandtheroleofeconomicstraininfomentingdivorce
(Edin et al. 2004; Raley and Bumpass 2003), the Black wives in our sam ple are pos i-
tively selected in terms of socio eco nomic traits and are more sim i lar to White women 
than the aver age Black woman. We may thus under state Black–White dif fer ences. 
ThatwefindsuchstarkdifferencesbetweenBlackandWhitewives’incometrajec
to ries despite the selec tiv ity of our sam ple under scores the cen tral ity of paid work 
inBlackwomen’s lives. It alsohighlights that inequalities in the labormarketby
race/eth nic ity con trib ute to disparities in how wives orga nize their activ i ties.

Second, the NLSY79 focuses on late baby boom ers, who largely transitioned into 
firstmarriagesbeforethemid1980s.Genderdifferencesineducationalattainment,
assortative mat ing, work–fam ily arrange ments, and mar riage and divorce rates have 
since changed (Schwartz and Han 2014; Schwartz and Mare 2005). Similar to the 
rela tion ship between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and divorce rates (Schwartz and 
Han 2014), dif fer ences in wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional assortative mat-
ing may have become smaller for later cohorts given the ris ing share of edu ca tion ally 
hypogamous unions; the con tin ued increase in egal i tar i an ism; and the grow ing con-
ver gence between Black and other women’s fam ily behav iors, includ ing ris ing age at 
mar riage, higher non mar i tal fer til ity, and lower mar riage rates (Cherlin 2021; Landry 
2000).Simultaneously,arecentstudyfoundthatthetrendtowardgenderequitymay
have stalled or even reversed since the mid-1990s (Pepin and Cotter 2018). Further-
more, recent studieshavedemonstrated thatgender inequalities inhouseworkand
women’s retreat from the labor mar ket dur ing the COVID-19 pan demic offer evi-
denceof thepersisting influenceor reemergenceof themalebreadwinner–female
home maker model of mar riage (Carlson et al. 2022; Collins 2000).

Finally, we tested the extent to which wives’ fam ily back ground, gen der beliefs, 
socio eco nomic sta tus, and part ner ship traits help pat tern income tra jec to ries among 
White, Black, and His panic women. This is not an exhaus tive list of mech a nisms that 
may con trib ute to var i a tion in women’s income path ways. It excludes poten tial cor-
relatessuchasinequalitiesinthelabormarket,discrimination,thehusband’sgender
atti tudes, and the hus band’s sociodemographic traits (e.g., race/eth nic ity and nativ ity 
sta tus). For exam ple, inter ra cial cou ples’ socio eco nomic cir cum stances often fall in 
between those of their same-race coun ter parts (Gullickson 2006), imply ing that the 
inabil ity to con trol for hus band’s race may under state racial/eth nic disparities in the 
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249Educational Assortative Mating and Wives’ Income Trajectories

asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries. 
Furthermore,becauseofthespecificationsofgroupbasedtrajectorymodels,ourcon
trol var i ables were mea sured before mar riage or the onset of mar riage. Therefore, we 
can not con sider the role of mar i tal fer til ity in gen er at ing dif fer ences in wives’ income 
tra jec to ries. Instead, our mod els include sev eral cor re lates of mar i tal fer til ity, includ-
ing the antic i pated num ber of chil dren.

Discussion

Prior stud ies have shown that spouses’ rel a tive edu ca tion lev els play an impor tant role 
in shap ing the tra jec to ries of wives’ labor mar ket activ i ties (Dribe and Nystedt 2013; 
Qian 2018; Van Bavel and Klesment 2017; Visser and Fasang 2018). These stud ies 
have explored the aver age rela tion ship between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and 
income tra jec to ries, con trol ling for race/eth nic ity (Qian 2017, 2018; Qian and Shen 
2021). Research has yet to exam ine whether and how the rela tion ship between edu-
ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries varies by race/eth nic ity.  
Ourstudyfillsthisgap.

Marked dif fer ences exist in the pres ence, prev a lence, and shapes of pro to typ i cal 
long-term income tra jec to ries among White, Black, and His panic wives. White wives 
are more likely than non-White wives to fol low income tra jec to ries con sis tent with 
a tra di tional gen der divi sion of labor, such as being a sec ond ary earner. Conversely, 
Black wives are more likely than White and His panic wives to fol low path ways con-
sis tent with a more gen der-egal i tar ian divi sion of labor, includ ing path ways in which 
theyareconsistentlyanequalorprimaryearner.UnlikeBlackorHispanicwomen,
White wives are more likely to reduce their income con tri bu tions over time. This 
scal ing back likely occurs because of the pres ence of young chil dren in the house-
hold. White wives are more likely than Black and His panic wives to have the eco-
nomic means to reduce their paid labor mar ket activ i ties fol low ing child birth. This 
findingmayalsoemergebecauseWhitewomenfacelargerwagepenaltiesfollowing
tran si tions into moth er hood than non-White women (England et al. 2016).

We also exam ine the asso ci a tion between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and 
wives’ income tra jec to ries. Women in edu ca tion ally hypogamous unions are less 
likely to fol low tra jec to ries con sis tent with the tra di tional gen der divi sion of labor. 
These pat terns align with prior work (Qian 2018; Van Bavel and Klesment 2017) and 
the pre dic tions from exchange and bargaining the o ries. Wives with rel a tively higher 
edu ca tion lev els have a com par a tive advan tage over their hus bands in the labor 
mar ket, which can prompt such wives to con trib ute more to cou ples’ total income 
(Becker 1981; Lundberg and Pollak 1994; Miller 2020). Their higher earn ings may 
also improve their bargaining posi tion at home, which they can use to nego ti ate out of 
house hold chores and devote more time to the labor mar ket (Miller 2020).

The rela tion ship between edu ca tional assortative mat ing and tra jec tory group 
mem ber ship varies by race/eth nic ity. This rela tion ship appears stron ger for White 
than for Black or His panic mar ried women. Consistent with prior work for the 
over all pop u la tion, White wives in hypergamous unions are least likely—and 
those in hypogamous unions are most likely—to fol low tra jec to ries con sis tent 
with the tra di tional gen der divi sion of labor. Deviating from the results for the  

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

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



250 K. H. Choi and P. Denice

overallpopulation,ourfindingsshowthatdifferencesinBlackandHispanicwives’
income tra jec to ries largely occur between those in hypogamous and other unions. 
For exam ple, Black women in hypogamous unions are less likely than other Black 
wives to be sec ond ary earn ers, but the cor re spond ing dif fer ence between those in 
homogamous and hypergamous unions is not statistically significant. Structural
inequalitiesinthelabormarketmightmeanthatBlackcouplesrelymoreheavily
on wives’ con tri bu tions than White cou ples, resulting in a weaker link between 
edu ca tional assortative mat ing and wives’ income tra jec to ries for Black wives. Our 
study dem on strates the dif fer en tial impact of fam ily orga ni za tion (i.e., edu ca tional 
assortative mat ing) on the socio eco nomic well-being of fam i lies who belong to dis-
tinct racial/eth nic groups.

We also observe dif fer ences in the social pro cesses that help explain var i a tion in 
wives’ income tra jec to ries by edu ca tional assortative mat ing. White wives’ socio-
eco nomic sta tus dur ing young adult hood (includ ing their edu ca tional attain ment and 
employ ment before mar riage) accounts for a con sid er able share of the dif fer ences in 
their trajectorygroupmembershipby educational assortativemating.Thisfinding
sug gests that socio eco nomic sta tus at the point of mar riage has impli ca tions for their 
socio eco nomic well-being and labor mar ket par tic i pa tion over the life course. By 
con trast, for Black wives, their part ners’ char ac ter is tics accounted for much of the 
variationintrajectorygroupmembershipbyeducationalassortativemating.Inequal-
ities in the labor mar ket and Black men’s dis ad van ta geous posi tions make part ner 
traitsespeciallyconsequentialforBlackmarriedwomen’ssocioeconomicwellbeing
over the life course.

Finally, dif fer ences in gen der beliefs sup press disparities in His panic women’s 
probabilityofeitherbeingaconsistentlyequalearnerordecreasingtheircontribution
to cou ples’ total income. His panic cou ples in hypogamous unions may be seek ing to 
“do gen der” to com pen sate for their non nor ma tive edu ca tional arrange ment. Most of 
the var i a tion in tra jec tory mem ber ship by edu ca tional assortative mat ing remains for 
all  racial/eth nic groups, net of all  con trols.

Overall,ourfindingsunderscorethateducationalassortativematinghasimportant
impli ca tions for White wives’ eco nomic con tri bu tions but plays a more lim ited role 
in deter min ing the labor mar ket out comes of Black and His panic wives. Our study 
highlightstheneedforstudiesoftheconsequencesofeducationalassortativemat
ing to pay closer atten tion to het ero ge ne ity across and within racial/eth nic groups. 
Finally, we echo recent calls dis suad ing the prac tice of using race/eth nic ity as a 
con trol to explain away var i a tion in socio eco nomic out comes (Cross forth com ing;  
Williams and Baker 2021). We must rec og nize that the aver age expe ri ences 
of the pop u la tion pre dom i nantly rep re sent the expe ri ences of White indi vid u-
alsand frequentlyexclude theexperiencesof racialminoritypopulations (Cross 
forth com ing).■
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