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One of the most radical changes
in Canadian society in the past
30 years has been the growth of
dual-earner husband-wife families.
Between 1967 and 1993, the pro-
portion of such families almost
doubled from 33% to 60%. In less
than a generation, the traditional
family with a breadwinning hus-
band and a stay-at-home wife has
been transformed into a new norm
in which both spouses work outside
the home. At the same time, the gap
between the employment income of
working spouses narrowed. In
1993, working wives earned, on
average, 57% as much as their
husbands, up from 42% in 1967.
(SeeData source and definitions

One effect of these two phenom-
ena has been the growing propor-
tion of working couples in which
the wife earns more than her hus-
band. This proportion has risen
from 11% to 25% over the last two-
and-a-half decades, but the growth
has been uneven. Between 1967
and 1982, the incidence rose from
11% to 18% of dual-earner fami-
lies, or about half a percentage
point a year. Throughout most of
the 1980s, the rate hovered at about
19%. Then, in the space of five
years, the proportion of wives with
higher earnings than their hus-
bands’ jumped by 6 percentage
points, from 19% in 1989 to 25% in
1993, representing a total of
931,000 families (Chart A).

Just as the characteristics of
dual-earner families have changed,
so have those of single-earner
families. In 1967, the wife was the
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Data source and definitions

This article examines selected charac-

teristics of husband-wife families with
income from employment (83% of all
husband-wife families in 1993). It
focuses on couples in which the wife
earns either themajority of the cou-
ple’s employment income aall of it.
Since the emphasis here is on “hus-
band-wife families with earnings,”
one-parent families and unattached
individuals are not covered in this
article.

The data are derived from the Sur-
vey of Consumer Finances, which is

Primary/Sole earner: This classifica-
tion is based strictly on the relative
earnings of husbands and wives. The
primary earner is the spouse receiv-
ing the higher employment income
during the reference year (dual-earner
families only); the sole earner is the
only spouse reporting employment
income (single-earner families only).
The earnings status of other family
members, who may have the highest
earnings in the family in a small
number of cases, is ignored.

Government transfer payments:all

conducted annually as a supplement social welfare payments from federal,

to the Labour Force Survey. All dol-
lar figures are presented in 1993 dol-
lars rounded to the nearest $250.

Earnings: wages and salaries and/or
net income from self-employment.
Earnings are also referred to as
employment income.

Non-employment income:includes
investment income, government
transfer payments, private pensions,
annuities, as well as other money
income such as scholarships and ali-
mony.

Earner: a person who receives wages
or a salary (as an employee) and/or
net income from self-employment

during the reference year.

Husband-wife family: married cou-
ples and common-law couples with or
without children or other relatives liv-
ing in the same household.

Dual-earner family a husband-

wife family in which both spouses
report employment income in the
reference year.

Single-earner familya husband-
wife family in which only one
spouse reports employment income
in the reference year.

provincial and municipal govern-
ments such as Old Age Security, Guar-
anteed Income Supplement, Spouse’s
Allowance, Canada and Quebec Pen-
sion Plan benefits, Unemployment
Insurance benefits, Workers’ Com-
pensation, Child Tax Benefit, training
allowances, veterans’ pensions, social
assistance, and disability pensions.
Refundable tax credits, both provin-
cial and federal, are included as
income.

Family income: the sum of incomes
reported by all family members aged
15 years and over. Income consists of
the sum of employment and non-
employment income. All income in
kind, gambling gains and losses,
capital gains and losses, and so on, are
excluded.

Job tenure: the continuous number
of years a person has worked for the
same employer. Job tenure is not syn-
onymous with the number of years a
person has been employed.

Low income cut-offs (LICOs): Fami-
lies with incomes below defined cut-
offs based on their family size and
place of residence (according to its
urbanization classification) are de-
fined as having “low income.” The
1993 LICOs (1992 base) were used to
determine low income status.
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average employment income of

Chart A primary-earner wives ($31,000)
The prevalence of wives as primary earners rose rapidly was about 30% less than that of
during the recent recession. husbands who were primary earn-

ers ($43,250). This disparity
. played itself out in all the major
% of dual-earmer families occupation groups. Primary-earner
With primary-earmer wives wives were more likely to be

30 Il Recessionary years employed in ma_nagerial or profes-
sional occupations — 48% com-

25 - — pared with 35% of primary-earner
husbands — but they made almost

20 | ] - one-third less than their male coun-
] [ ] — — [ terparts? Furthermore, of those

s L primary-earner wives who were

neither managers nor profession-
als, almost 80% worked in clerical,
10 sales or service jobs, and had aver-
age earnings ranging from $24,000
to $30,000. In contrast, 60% of
non-managerial, non-professional
0 primary-earner husbands worked
1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 in blue-collar OCCUpatIO!’]S and
reported average earnings of
$37,000 to $40,000.

A number of reasons may
account for the difference in the

earning spouse in just 2% of single- Belkhodja, 1992). It also mirrors €arnings of male and female bread-
earner couples; by 1993, the the much slower rise in men’s Winners. One factor is work pat-
proportion had risen to 20%, average earnings over the sametern: although primary-earner
accounting for 298,000 families. period® However, the rapid Wives were slightly more likely

Using th ) t dat increase in wives as primary earn- than primary-earner husbands to
sing the most recent data on o q,ring the 1990-92 recession have been employed throughout

Iﬁ?;n;eziZ\:gheigrp:]l?nyen;eggbnclzr;% suggests that many b_ecame the1,993’ they were conS|derany less
which wives earn more thaF:1 their family’s main breadwinner by lg(gol/y - hav;G(;vorl;\ed fuIIdt|fme
husbands. 1o see how they differ default. Between 1989 and 1993, (86% versus 96%). A second factor
from the n’1ajority of working hus- most of the fuII-yea(, _fuII-t|me Ls da%ef E”mfrgﬁeamer W|t\;1es
band-wife families (those in which S2TMErs who lost their jobs were JA7CCT = B8 203 0y YOHIIe’
the husband is the main bread- men (84%). H|gh-\'/vage'manager|al eldr‘ g cou][]gépars N a(\j/mgtr?
winner). Since families in which and manufacturing JObs—’ held Toe |andaghe of IcoTpdarﬁ e k
the Wifé is the sole earner differ mostly_ by men, were partlcularl_y erio \ eref oma. ? rt1 " men
from those in which she is the pri- hard.hlt. of course, many men stil gx;t)hertlﬁncefo tsome > tfl rence 5
mary earner. each. is discussedrecelved earnings, albeit at a BO ese Tactors can Intiuence a
y , reduced level, from part-year or woman’s job tenure and, thus, her

separately. part-time employment. However, Salary level.

. . . the combination of the recession i i
Wives as primary earners in f AN - loft - Since the great bulk of family
dual famili and women's rising earnings 1€t jhcome comes from employment,

The growing percentage of wives POSitioned to become primary earner wives affect the financial
who earn more than their husbands €a'ners in the early 1990s. well-being of the families that rely
reflects in part women’s long-term  Although women may have On them.In 1993, in both types of
movement into higher paying replaced men as the main earner inPrimary-earner family, earnings
managerial and professional occu- many families during the recession, from the other spouse accounted
pations and their accumulated in general, they could not match for about $17,500 and earnings
job experience (Hughes, 1995; men's earning power. In 1993, the from other family members for a

Source: Survey of Consumer Finances
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Chart B
When the wife is the sole earner, non-employment income
is significant.

Average family

Family type income in 1993
Primary-earner husbands - $70,000
Primary-earner Wives :— $SQYSOO
Sole-earner husbands $50,250
Sole-earner wives _ $44,250

0 20 40 60 80 100

% of family income

n Husband's u Wife's n Other family Non-employment
earnings earnings members income *
earnings

Source: Survey of Consumer Finances
* Includes government transfer payments, private pensions, annuities, investment
income, and other money income such as scholarships and alimony.

Wives as s_ole earners in
husband-wife families

Families in which the wife is the

only spouse earning employment
income have become more com-
mon. In 1993, they accounted for
20% of husband-wife couples with

a single earner, up from 2% in

1967. But unlike dual-earner cou-
ples with primary-earner wives,

their rate of increase has been
steady over the last 26 years and
reflects somewhat different cir-

cumstances.

The increase can be traced prin-
cipally to the general aging of the
population. Sole-earner wives and
their husbands are generally older:
60% of the husbands are 55 or over,
as are 43% of the wives. In families
where the sole earner is the hus-
band, about half (47%) these men
are between 25 and 44. This “gen-
eration gap” suggests the propor-
tion of families with sole-earner
wives may be growing mainly

further $3,000 to $3,750. Since
families of primary-earner wives
reported an average income of
$59,500, 15% less than families of

Chart C

In one-third of dual-earner families with primary-earner wives,
the husband was unemployed at some time in 1993.

primary-earner husbands ($70,000),
the difference in the average
income of the two family types was
due principally to the main bread-

Family type

winner’'s earnings (Chart B).

The husband’s unemployment,
reflected in his much smaller con-
tribution to family income, points
to the main reason for the sharp rise

Primary-earner husband

in primary-earner wives in recent
years. In almost one-third of fami-

Husband unemployed:
[] Less than 13 weeks
[ 13-26 weeks

Il More than 26 weeks

lies in which the wife was the

higher earner, the husband had
been unemployed at some point in
1993; in fact, almost half had been
jobless for more than 26 weeks

Primary-earner wife

(Chart C). In contrast, 88% of pri- L

mary-earner husbands had been 0 5
employed full year; of this great
majority, almost all had worked

10

% of dual-earner families with primary-earner spouse

15 20 25 30 35

full time.

Source: Survey of Consumer Finances
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because the husbands retire and theearner: 7% of such families fell

wives, usually younger, continue to
work. Indeed, the labour force par-
ticipation rates of older women
have continued to rise during the
1990s while those of women under
45 have not (Butlin, 1995).

Sole-earner wives were moder-
ately less likely than sole-earner
husbands to experience unemploy-
ment during the year (17% versus
20%). But of those sole earners who

below the LICOs in 1993, whereas
almost half (45%) would have done
so without her earnings. In other
words, 38% of these families were
riding sufficiently close to the line

that the wife’'s employment in-

come, although much lower than a
primary-earner husband’s, was
crucial to keeping the family above
the LICO?

On the other hand, in families

Women as main wage-earners

were employed full year, less than where the husband was the primary

& Notes

1 Average earnings of all working women

rose 60% from 1967 to 1989, and increased
another 2% from 1989 to 1993. The corre-
sponding figures for men were an increase of
25% followed by a decline of 6%. Over the

whole period, growth in average earnings
from employment was 63% for women and

less than 18% for men.

2 One reason for the higher proportion of
primary-earner wives in such occupations is
their higher education: 22% had a university
degree, compared with only 15% of primary-
earner husbands. The wives’ lower earnings

two-thirds (64%) of wives worked and the wife the secondary earner, may pe due to their being in the lower levels
full time, compared with 88% of her effect on the family’s LICO sta- of managerial and professional jobs.

- i i i 0
husbands. Also, sole-earner wives tus was quite small: in 1993, 9% of 3 g e collar occupations consist of the
reported average employment in- such families would have fallen processing and machining, product fabricat-

come of $18,250, while sole-earner below the LICO without the wife's

ing, construction, and transportation occupa-

husbands made almost twice as(secondary) earnings, as opposedtions. The only occupation in which the

much, at $34,750.

Despite this dramatic gap in the .
breadwinners' earnings, families CONCIUSION

in which wives were the only The importance of women as wage-
employed spouse recorded averageearners in the family has been
income of $44,250 in 1993, only growing since 1967. In fact, by
about 12% less than that reported 1993, wives were the primary
by families with sole-earner hus- wage-earners in one-quarter of
bands ($50,250). The reason is sim-dual-earner families and the sole
ple: where the wife was the sole earner in one-fifth of single-earner
earner, almost half the family couples. Even when they were the
income came from sources other family’s financial mainstay, how-

than employment, such as govern- ever, women'’s earnings still lagged

ment transfer payments, private significantly behind those of men
pensions and investments. In con-in a similar situation.

trast, only about one-fifth of the ] )
income in families where the hus-  The trend toward wives as pri-
band was the sole earner cameMary earners accelerated during

from non-employment sources. ~ the 1990-92 recession mainly
because men were losing their jobs.

This phenomenon shows some evi-
dence of being temporary, since
men benefited considerably from
the substantial employment gains

to the 4% that actually did.

Wives’ earnings keep
famllles above the low
income cut-offs

The contribution of wives’ earn-
ings to dual-earner families’ abil-
ity to stay above the low income
cut-offs (LICOs) was overwhelm-
ing where the wife was the primary

of 1994. On the other hand, the

average earnings of primary-earner husbands
were less than $36,500 was farming, at
$29,000.

4 The sample size of LICO families in
which the wife is the sole earner is too small
to support further analysis.
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